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Overtures

For no particular reason I’ve kept an agave plant in my kitchen for ten years or so,
maybe more. I don’t know what the life cycle is for these plants, but I think the one I’ve
had all these years has been the same one, and for whatever reason, it started to look
sickly a few weeks ago and, if this is the appropriate term for a plant, passed on. I
decided to go to the nursery and find another one, but I got side-tracked at the grocery
store and bumped into an old coworker, no one I really knew or ever talked to, and a
woman whom, if I’d seen her before she ambushed me by the piercing light of the yogurt
and dairy section, I would have avoided. She tapped my shoulder and startled me.
“Carolyn?”
I turned to face her and couldn’t remember her name.
“I thought that was you. How are you!” she said.
We got to talking for a minute. She still worked at the firm, in payroll. Of course
she asked what I was doing with my time, so I told her that I wrote for the local lifestyle
and culture magazine. “That’s wonderful,” she said. “I always thought you were so much
better than that dump,” meaning the firm.
I worked as a technical writer for the firm for almost a decade. Some would say it
was my first real job, ‘real’ being a stand-in for full-time, salaried, with benefits. I
applied, was contacted within a week and spent the next four weeks sitting through six
bewildering interviews with nearly a dozen people. I had to take the Hogan Personality
Inventory test, two proofreading tests, a grammar test, and I was given, without notice, a
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manual for a premier motorcycle manufacturer’s flagship bike. “Turn to page twentythree,” a man with shaggy blonde hair and a sage-like goatee said. His name was Dustin.
“In three hundred words or less, sell me those carburetors. I’ll be back in twenty
minutes.” He threw back his espresso and left the room, patting his pockets.
That was interview number six, in conference room number five, a room I’ve
spent a lot of time in since then. Dustin reentered, smelling like he’d been dragged
through an ashtray, and read my work aloud, slowly and clearly, then he hit an intercom
button and summoned Pam, the Content Director, who brought in four other writers, all
about my age—young, impressionable, wholly subservient and visibly frightened to make
a wrong move. They filed behind Dustin one by one, well coached in the new hire
ceremony. “If Carolyn will accept, I’d like to introduce you to our newest technical
writer,” he said, and for the first time he smiled at me, his little teeth yellowed from his
ubiquitous espresso and the cigarettes he hand-rolled.
I’d been approved, and I was feeling good about things. We went through the
particulars of my compensation and benefits, and I thought, Here I am. I’ve arrived. My
starting salary was thirty-five thousand, full dental and medical, ten paid days a year off,
not including holidays. Thirty-five thousand dollars! That’s more than either of my
parents ever made, and I was determined to have a better life than them, begin the
arduous process of ascending the career ladder.
Four weeks later I found an apartment, put the first month’s rent and deposit
down. Step by step I began the pleasurable task of furnishing it, luxuriating in languorous
Saturday mornings at the nursery and vintage boutiques, record stores and the occasional
splurge at high-end furniture outlets. I was approved for a loan and bought a grey Civic,
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pre-owned by an old Hungarian man who took meticulous care of it and had all the
service records to prove it.
Eight years later I was elevated to Senior Technical Writer, a light management
role with a stable of four eager-to-please nitwits below me, a power-hungry group who
all took delight in broadcasting the other’s failures through public shaming, under the
guise of helping out. “Hey everybody. Here’s a helpful tip. I noticed some dead
hyperlinks in Jenni’s press release for Serv-Flo. Just wanted to remind everyone to hit
F11 when checking documents before dissemination so you know the hyperlinks are
functional!”
I remember being distracted by that backstabbing email while I was working on a
technical white paper for an airline manufacturer, when I heard Abby, the firm’s “HR
Ambassador,” introducing Steven to Rosalee, who sat in the cubicle behind mine. For all
I could tell, that was Abby’s chief function, shepherding new hires from cube to cube for
a personal meet-and-greet and conducting exit interviews for the rotating carousel of
departed.
This memory came flooding back when the woman in the grocery store
mentioned that Abby had died.
“What happened?” I said.
“I don’t know.” She put a foot on the rack underneath the cart and leaned toward
me, her body pressed against the cart’s handle. “I think she passed in her sleep. She was
only twenty-nine. It’s just so—it’s so sad. But she was clearly troubled, you know?”
Some of my colleagues assumed Abby was on crystal because she wore a size two
and maintained a level of energy and enthusiasm unnatural for a sober human being, but I
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knew better, and had known on a gut-level even before I’d caught her barfing in the outof-the-way women’s room, part of the mostly disused southeast quadrant of the complex
that, at the time, was scheduled for a complete overhaul and expansion to accommodate
an imminent hiring glut. Getting to that bathroom posed a needless hike.
Obviously, I used that bathroom, too—and for the same reason, although I’d
never seen Abby there, so when she emerged from the stall, flushed, watery-eyed and
wearing an artificially chipper expression that betrayed her terror of being outed, I just
smiled the way an oblivious parent smiles at her emotionally tortured but upright
overachiever, and asked how her day was going while I pretended to check my own
acidified teeth in the mirror, empathetic, for a moment, of the exhaustive charade
required to conceal her eroded self-worth with avalanches of giggling and charisma,
which isn’t to say I liked or respected her. I didn’t. I believed in wearing one’s discomfort
in the world openly, for all to see. Abby wore ribbons in her hair to match her J. Crew
blouses and sweaters, a holdover, I’d imagined, from her sorority days at Miami of Ohio.
Please, I thought. Ditch the goody-two-shoes image and own it: You’re a fucking mess.
The office brought out the worst in people. The space hummed with the particular
kind of tension stoked by instability. People were always being hired and canned, and the
cannings were often incomprehensible, even random, or so it seemed. When I heard
Abby introduce Steven to Rosalee, I redoubled my efforts on a white paper due by
week’s end for an airline manufacturer—one of our “high-priority, zero-margin-for-error
clients”—hoping to off-put the possibility of lingering chitchat with, let’s face it, the next
piece of meat to get cranked out of the sausage factory. What was the point of all these
introductions? All I could think was: Dead man walking.
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“Sorry to interrupt you, Carolyn,” Abby said, “but I’d like to introduce you to
Steven. He’s joining us from the Columbus office to spearhead some exciting new IT
initiatives. Steven, Carolyn is one of our all-star writers.”
I narrowed my eyes and bit my lower lip, an unfeigned symptom of struggle with
the high technical concepts of a new aircraft filter module that the manufacturer would
present to Pentagon officials for a military contract, and I still had make changes to a
sales guide for two and four-post car lifts before I left for the day. If Abby and Steven
had been vaporized on the spot with a laser beam I would have been grateful, and I
wouldn’t have bothered taking the time to clean up their dust.
“Ah, a writer,” Steven said. He examined my desk, saw two vouchers for the local
film festival I’d left out, and picked them up. His casual breach of my personal space
appalled me. “You like movies?” he said, rubbing the vouchers together between his
fingers.
Is there a person alive who doesn’t enjoy movies? It’s like asking, “Do you like
oxygen?” Or, “Do you like sex?” To this day I have zero patience for stupid questions
offered for the sake of perpetuating needless small talk.
“Yes,” I said.
“Ha! I thought so. You know, the festival’s premiering a documentary on Golden
Gate Bridge suicides that looks really harrowing,” he said. I stopped typing and looked at
him for the first time, a mistake that he confused for interest, although I had planned on
seeing the documentary. His hair looked unwashed and loaded with the same grease that
shone on his face. He set the vouchers down and rammed both hands in the pockets of his
faded navy blue chinos that were at least an inch too short. “Something like fifty people
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jump off it every year,” he went on. “If you’d believe it, almost half that number jump off
the bridge just down the street. What’s it called?” He pointed and snapped his fingers in
what he thought was the general direction, although he was pointing west, and the bridge
was north. He had tea-saucer sized sweat rings under his arms and yellowed pit-stains. I
returned to my work, revolted by his hygiene and presumptuousness that I cared to
indulge his pointless lecture on suicide statistics.
“Oh my God, that’s terrible!” Abby said. “Did you know that, Carolyn?” She put
her free hand over her mouth as though she’d just seen a puppy annihilated by a pipe
bomb.
“No, but I’ll keep that in mind.”
“I saw the statistics,” Steven said. “On... Oh, I can’t remember where. It’s
something like twenty-four jumps a year.” He paused, brought a finger to his chin,
calculating. “That’s one every fifteen days. Pretty incredible.”
Abby laughed through her teeth and checked her seating chart for the next
introduction.
“Well, hopefully no one from this office makes the jump!” Steven said.
“Okay then!” Abby rolled her eyes and inhaled deeply. “Let’s move on to Aaron,
okay?” She literally hooked him with her arm and herded him away.
Later that day, Abby sent me an email with the subject heading Awkward! The
email read: I’m SO sorry about that, Carolyn. How awkward! Anyway, hope you’re
having a fantastic day! Just for the fun of it I clicked ‘Respond’ and composed one line
that read: I will expose you. I laughed to myself and clicked ‘Delete Draft.’
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The powers of observation were not one of Abby’s strong suits; any imbecile
could see that Steven was an awkward man, the kind of man who often had a whitehead
or two in the crook of his shiny nose, or foodstuff between his teeth. As time went on,
Steven would occasionally stop by my desk and ask about my night as he fidgeted with
his hands, digging under his fingernails. He’d ask how things were going in that vague,
general way that leaves one with nothing to say but ‘fine’ or ‘great.’ As a default topic,
he’d talk about his dog or apartment, how he didn’t care for it (the apartment), and once,
without thinking, I’d said I didn’t care much for mine either, although that wasn’t true.
After that we became bound, conversationally, to apartment talk. He liked to ask if I was
looking. Every time he’d ask I’d say, “No.”
“Well, if I see anything good I’ll let you know!” he’d say. “And likewise, okay?
We’re looking out for one another!”
I never gave him the name of my street in these conversations, and certainly not
my address, so when he showed up on a Friday night, throwing pebbles at my window
like we were in grade school, I can’t say why I didn’t treat it for what it was, a clear-cut
case of criminal harassment.
In those days I lived on a busy street in a second-floor apartment, above a head
shop that emitted a nonstop reek of patchouli, incense and hemp products, a cloying
mélange that lured a steady stream of dreadlocked zombies who’d hang out below my
window, ogling their newly bought pipes and bongs, getting baked and talking about this
or that tour, but the apartment was a peaceful place and I found the sounds of nightlife
comforting, like I was never really alone. What a perfect night it had been until Steven’s
first pebble struck. As was my ritual, I’d recorded new episodes of my favorite programs

	
  

7	
  

	
  
during the week and had exercised every restraint in not watching them, in saving them
for the free and easy languor of a Friday evening, the only time I was able to disconnect
from the demands of a job that for no rational reason I always felt in jeopardy of losing.
I’d just been elevated to Senior Technical Writer, one small step from the Director
position I coveted for its ambiguous duties, frequent travel, secluded office and
significant pay raise. Nevertheless, the anxiety of losing my job pressed against me at
night, like I’d gone to bed wearing one of those lead vests a dental assistant Velcros on
before an X-ray. There was at least one head-scratching termination each month, enough
to keep the rest of us on our toes.
A bright, low moon lit the passing clouds, enhancing their outlines, and a warm
breeze stirred the leaves on my bonsai tree and fern as I stretched out on the couch with a
stack of magazines I liked to mindlessly flip through as I watched TV.
Uncharacteristically, I’d bought a decent bottle of sparkling Riesling on sale, high in
empty calories, I knew, but I rationalized the wine by skipping dinner, not that I ever had
a proper dinner, per se, or one that I held down for long.
I poured a glass of wine, held it close to my ear and listened to the effervescence
in a relaxed trance. Mise en place, I thought. I sipped the wine and, before swallowing,
the first pebble ricocheted off the window screen—followed by a second and then a third
that hit the glass and startled me.
“Carolyn!” I heard someone shout. “Carolyn!”
I didn’t recognize the voice and couldn’t imagine who it might be; at the time I
had no real friends, male or female, and certainly not anyone close enough to drop by for
an unannounced visit, especially in such a crude manner. Was I being pranked? It didn’t
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seem possible. I cautiously approached the window, comforted somewhat by the three
locked doors an intruder would have to penetrate to reach my apartment. Still, I found the
canister of pepper spray I kept in my purse and queued up 911 on my cell.
“Ah, Carolyn! Look, there you are! Ha! There you are! What’re you doing?”
As a rule I don’t resort to profanity; I find it lazy and vulgar, but my first thought
was, What the fuck?
“Steven?” I said.
“Yes! It’s Steven! Steven! Ha!”
“What am I doing?” I said. “What are you doing? This isn’t okay.” And then, for
emphasis, “This is not okay.”
He fell back half a step and steadied himself against a cement trashcan. Once he’d
regained balance, he hiccupped.
“We need to talk, Carolyn!”
“No, we don’t! Go on—get out of here!”
He pitched forward and grazed one of two women passing by, both doing their
best interpretation of low-rent prostitutes, which they probably were. One said, “Whoa,
watch it, drunkie!” They laughed at him. “You watch it!” he said happily.
I remained in the window, my thumb on the pepper spray’s discharge.
“We need to talk!” He’d lost sight of me and shouted at the closed head shop.
I thought: shut the window, close the curtains and, eventually, he’ll disappear.
Perhaps I would have done just that had I not, at that moment, linked an unusual incident
two weeks prior with Steven’s erratic behavior.
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The game was unknown to me before Steven became a victim, catalyzing a swirl
of chatter around the office, my colleagues huddled around computers, watching
YouTube clips of similar incidents. I’d hear gasps, cries—I heard Abby scream, “Oh my
God, I can’t watch it!” I could imagine her, as usual, with her hand over her mouth.
The game is called Knock-Out, and it’s very simple: choose an unsuspecting
human target, rush the target, knock the target out with a blow to the head.
This is what happened to Steven while he was out walking Roman, his pug.
Steven lives near an historic square, a once monied area now in the throes of terminal
decline—the kind of place with as many panhandlers as shoppers, a rotating carousel of
retailers and restaurants lured in by the promise of incentives and ambiguous
revitalization plans that never gain a foothold. The area made national news not so long
ago after a gunman went berserk in the grocery store. Anyway, a ‘big and tall’ clothier’s
security camera caught Steven’s incident, the whole of which took only a few seconds.
The footage is black and white, soundless. Steven enters the zone of surveillance,
his head contemplatively tilted toward the ground, one hand in his pocket, the other
holding Roman’s leash as he sniffs a patch of mulched landscaping. Something on the
street gets Steven’s attention; he looks out, toward the open square, his back to the store;
Roman moves in tight circles, “a prelude to number one,” as Steven would later tell me.
A figure rushes in from out of frame and throws a hook that lands on the side of Steven’s
head; he falls in line with the trajectory of the punch—it’s clear he’s unconscious—and
his head hits the edge of a park bench, jarring his neck so brutally that it’s a wonder he’s
still breathing, a testament to the resilience of the human machine. It’s difficult to watch
if you’re squeamish, which I’m not, and I cringed. Two other young men enter the
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screen. The three of them point and, although there’s no sound, it’s clear they’re
laughing. Roman stares dumbly at them, his curled tail wagging, and, beyond rational
comprehension, one of the men—if that’s accurate; they appear to be early adolescent—
winds up and kicks Roman’s face, a kick so forceful it flips him over so that he lands on
his back, at the base of a shrub.
The footage appeared on the local nightly news—“A disturbing trend in cities
across the country has people scared,” the newscaster said. “It’s called Knock-Out, and
what you’re about to see isn’t for the faint of heart.” The newscast transformed Steven
into the office celebrity. All departments were alerted via email of a donation basket in
Reception and we were encouraged to attend a non-mandatory “Welcome Back Party”
meeting to offer suggestions, organize the event, sign up for a pot-luck, and so forth.
Even our CEO—an aloof man who rarely consorted with his underlings—sent an officewide email notifying us that he’d arranged for a keg of Steven’s favorite craft beer,
warning us to “Get ready to party!”
Steven had been out on medical leave when he arrived at my apartment that night,
a week of which he’d spent as an inpatient, with head trauma. I’d pitched in for a flower
arrangement from “The Writers,” as my group was known, as well as an additional
donation for Roman’s surgical costs. According to sources around the office, the kick to
Roman ruptured an eye, necessitating its removal.
So as he stood below my apartment, clearly out of his mind, I decided to let him
in only because I thought it wasn’t entirely outside the realm of possibility that he could
be in danger, that he might wander obliviously down the middle of the street or collapse
on someone’s lawn; or maybe something terrible had already happened, an emotional
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breakdown or God knows what stemming from the blow to his head, precipitating this
extreme, uncharacteristic behavior. He didn’t seem the type who would ever step out of
line. What little I’d imagined of him was of an appallingly boring, buttoned up
existence—early to bed, early to rise, a man whose desires were hashed out in private, in
a Google search box, nothing flesh and blood.
I opened the door and he lurched toward me. I hadn’t noticed from above that
he’d brought Roman off-leash; the dog wandered about the sidewalk, one-eyed,
distressed and unattended on a street bustling with the lurid nightlife of two strip clubs
and a slew of dive bars.
“An angel has descended!” Steven said. His greasy face and glassed eyes
disgusted me, and I was dying to see my shows.
Roman ran inside, his empty eye socket patched and held on with tacky, white
tape wrapped all the way around his neck. I scooped him up, one hand between his two
front legs, cupping his chest. His accelerated heartbeat slammed against my hand.
“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get upstairs.”
I went up first, glancing back now and again, offering ridiculous encouragements
like “Very good, up you go. You can do it,” thinking about the preferable, alternate
reality in which I’d doused him with pepper spray and let him fend for himself. Under the
blinking lights of the building’s hall, a protruding, stitched laceration on his forehead
glistened along the cut, a purple so deep that I could have confused it for a hole in his
head, as if a parasitic mollusk had attached itself and ruptured from overfeeding. His
wine-stained mouth was a clownish purple exaggerated by his pallid complexion, and
streams of sweat ran down his forehead and temples, converging on his chin and dripping
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onto his chest. He was soaked and, I soon noticed, rife not only with the smell of wine,
but the kind of acrid body odor that’s like a combination of methane and rotting tooth.
He fell on the couch and said he had something important to say that triggered the
particular dread one feels when cornered by a drunk about to gush some
incomprehensible story that never finds a point. I backed away to the far side of the room.
“Steven, are you okay? How is your head?”
He leaned forward, his head almost between his knees. “Are you going to be
sick?” I said.
He flung himself back and clumsily crossed one leg over the other.
“It’s,” he began. His eyes seemed to open and close involuntarily. Some seconds
passed. “It’s,” he said again. “Ah! You have to understand.”
Roman yipped and spun around, enthralled by a wad of yarn he’d found under my
coffee table.
“Dammit! I’ve thought this through. It’s important. Everything is different now,
more clear. Have you ever,” and he trailed off. He’d been speaking in a strangely
distorted slur, like he was talking through PVC pipe.
“Think about it,” I said. I considered offering him a glass of water dosed with the
Valium I kept for emergencies, but I couldn’t risk killing him with an adverse drug
reaction. It turned out, I’d learn later, he’d nearly overdosed on oxycontin that
afternoon—before he went out drinking.
He raised his index finger, about to speak, then lowered it and sighed.
“Take your time,” I said.
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I went to the kitchen, called my sister and explained that a severely intoxicated
colleague was in my apartment.
“Oh my God,” she said. “Is he a threat?” I could hear her husband in the
background say, “Jesus, what does she want?” He was an oral surgeon, and he’d actually
suggested I file all my teeth down and replace them with crowns.
“No,” I said. “I mean, he got clubbed over the head a couple weeks ago and
he’s—unpredictable. He’s harmless, I think, but—I don’t know, what’s the protocol
here?”
“Protocol? Call the police.”
“I invited him in. He needs help.”
“It’s possible you’ve invited a rapist into your home, do you understand that?”
“He’s not a rapist. And if he was, he’s not raping anybody tonight, not in his
condition.”
Roman had followed me and sat on my feet, then adjusted himself and sat on the
floor; he hadn’t yet adapted to his decreased depth perception. I filled a bowl with water
and set it down. He knocked into it, recalibrated, and drank greedily, pausing to huff and
wheeze through his pushed in face.
“I don’t know what to tell you,” she said. “Stuff him in a taxi. If you can’t get him
out, have the cab driver help you.”
I called a taxi. When I returned to the living room Steven was unconscious, kind
of half on and half off the couch, his head jammed against the armrest.
With a washcloth over my face to protect against the smell, I poked him in the
chest. I lightly slapped his face. I slapped him harder, then, palm open, wacked him as
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hard as I could. I drummed on his forehead with a spatula. He snored. The taxi called. I
told the driver to hang on a minute while I drizzled cold water over Steven’s face. He
bucked and swatted, almost striking me. As he flailed, he moaned and dug his head
further into the couch. He made a smacking sound with his mouth that sounded like a
bowl of pasta salad being stirred, a revolting sound that triggered my gag-reflex.
I called the driver back to recruit his help. He said, “Sorry, I can’t leave my car.” I
told him there was a strange man in my apartment that I had to get rid of. “Please,” I said.
“I’m begging you to help me.” Again he said, “Sorry, lady, but I’m double parked and
I’m not leaving my car unattended,” which made sense, so I ran down and gave him five
dollars for wasting his time.
As Steven snored, I watched my programs from an uncomfortable wooden chair
I’d picked up at Earth Market, then, dissatisfied and intensely annoyed, went to bed
earlier than usual. The serene, highly controlled atmosphere of my apartment had been
made intolerable. I locked my bedroom door and wedged the Earth Market chair under
the doorknob.
In the morning I thought, Please, be gone, but I could hear him making noises I
couldn’t identify, so I walked down the hall and there he was, bent over my couch,
dabbing at it with one of my embroidered bath towels.
“What are you doing?” I said. It wouldn’t have mattered what he was doing—his
existence angered me.
He looked like he’d been thrown off a speeding cigarette boat and dragged
through a coral reef by rope, his hair pushed up at odd, sweeping angles, like a nest
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fashioned by a demented bird. And his clothes were splotchy and wet, like he’d been
pelted by water balloons.
“Oh my. I’m so sorry.” He hopped from one foot to the other. “Oh my God, I
don’t know what to say.”
The middle cushion was stained; a half-formed ring had spread up the backrest.
“What the hell is that?” I pointed a trembling hand like I was scolding a dog that
made a mess, which, as it turned out, was exactly the case; a small, coiled turd sat beside
the entertainment center, half hardened.
As soon as I saw it, the apartment reeked of poop.
“Please, I don’t know what to say. This is so embarrassing.”
“What is that?” I said again, pointing to the couch.
“Oh, jeez. It’s—I think I had an accident.”
“An accident? What are you, a child?”
“Please, just let me get this cleaned up for you.”
“Time for you to go,” I said. I told him to get out, that I’d take care of it. He
backed toward the door, apologizing with his hands outstretched, waving frantically like
a traffic cop in the midst of a nervous breakdown. I threw the door shut and called my
sister again.
“You won’t believe this,” I said.
She didn’t think it was that big a deal. “Romeo pissed the couch, huh? Well,
whatever. It’s just piss after all.”
“Just piss? A man—a disgusting stranger used my couch as a toilet. It’s soaked.”
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“Just wash the covers and air out the cushions in the sun. It’ll be fine.” I could tell
she was annoyed because she was running late for her hair appointment.
I hung up on her, called the furniture store and ordered the same model for
immediate delivery—the Landsbury in a color called theater gunsmoke. The best they
could do was the following morning. When the deliverymen arrived, they saw the splotch
on the old couch, looked at one another and smirked.
Assholes, I thought.
For nothing, I said, “It’s not what you think.”
“Okay,” the short one said. The other bit his lip and looked away. He had a tattoo
on his forearm of a smiling sun with a joint hanging from its mouth, and he was judging
me.
I went to my bedroom while they finished the job and, although they deserved
nothing, tipped them generously as a lesson in civility.
***
The rest of the weekend passed slowly, my attempts to unwind disrupted by
manic bouts of disinfecting the apartment. Monday morning I found myself motoring
along the same congested roadway in my Civic, unnerved at the prospect of seeing
Steven as I pumped the brakes, tried to listen to NPR, distracted myself with occasional
delusions of superiority over my fellow defeated commuters, puffing on cigarettes in
their sealed, mobile coffins.
The newscaster lethargically reported the latest on a stalled budget in Congress
while I fixated on Steven. Steven, I thought. The idiot! There would be no avoiding him;
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even though we worked in different departments, we were cubicle neighbors, separated
only by a thin partition. I prayed: Dear God, make him vanish!
My distress must have showed when I arrived at the office. As I charged—head
down—toward my desk, a fellow technical writer, Nancy, said, “Hey Carolyn, you
okay?” She held her enormous Disney coffee mug with two hands. She and her husband
went to Disney World for one week every year, even though they had no children. It was
inconceivable to me, and signaled a headspace darker and more deranged than any serial
killer’s.
“Is Steven in?” I said.
“I think he’s still on leave,” she said. I almost levitated with relief. “The poor guy.
Speaking of, I’m bringing chicken paprikash to the potluck. I guess it’s one of his
favorites—either that or pierogies. What are you bringing?”
I could tell by the way she looked at me that she wanted to put me on the spot
about food. I was five-four and weighed ninety-three pounds. I knew they talked about
me.
“I don’t know yet,” I said. “Speaking of, are you in on the Biggest Loser
competition this quarter?”
Mercifully, her phone buzzed and she excused herself.
I dropped my purse on my desk, booted up my computer and went to the
Director’s office to request a seating change, citing a complaint over a non-existent
ceiling vent.
I entered Pam’s office without knocking and caught her in flagrante delicto of the
diet she practiced and espoused to her cadre of obese disciples around the office. She
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dropped the food, a candy bar, I think, and said, “Oh, Carolyn. Sorry, did we have a
meeting scheduled?” She was the type of woman whose weight fluctuated dramatically
every couple of months. The Biggest Loser contest was her idea. She’d won all three
times at that point, eschewing her usual, microwaved lunch and mini-donuts from the
vending machine for powerwalks around the campus. Within two weeks of the contest’s
conclusion the weight would be back on—for all of them. They had no discipline, didn’t
understand the first thing about sacrifice.
I told Pam about the vent and said the cool air and noise were disrupting my
productivity and concentration. For whatever reason, she agreed the vent was a problem
and granted my request, offering me the choice of six unoccupied cubes. We consulted
the floor plan and I chose the cube farthest from Steven, in another room. As I stood
behind her, looking over her shoulder, I could see that her trash bin was packed with
Snickers, Twix and Hostess cupcake wrappers. An uneaten, browned banana lay beside
her monitor, circled by fruit flies.
The new seating arrangement proved an upgrade despite a faint odor of cheese
emanating from Molly’s corner, another plus-sized woman of suspect hygiene who
grunted with the effort of rising from her chair, which she did often because of her selfprofessed overactive bladder, but it was a quieter area with much less foot traffic. And
yet the inevitability of seeing Steven haunted me. I could only tiptoe around the office for
so long before I’d bump into him, initiating the awkward dance I’d dreaded for days.
Sure enough, on the Thursday of that week—his first day back—he sent me an email.
It read:
Carolyn,
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I’ve been thinking a lot about what happened. It’s all I’ve been thinking about. I
can’t imagine a way to adequately apologize, nor to express how completely
humiliated I am. I would like to ask you for the chance to apologize in person and
explain myself. I’ll never bother you again and I’ll be submitting a request for
transfer back to Columbus. If you’d give me the chance to explain myself it would
mean everything. I know I’m in no position to ask any favors, but I’m asking you
for this. I’ll be at the coffee shop around the corner from your apartment on
Saturday afternoon at one o’clock. I sincerely hope to see you there.
Steven

I didn’t respond until minutes before I left the office on Friday. All that time—
two whole work days—I hadn’t even used the bathroom for fear I’d see him if I left my
desk.
I wrote:
I understand, Steven, and I accept your apology. As I said before, don’t worry
about it. I appreciate your concern, but it’s in the past. Moving forward.
Carolyn
Yet the following day my curiosity got the better of me, and I decided to take a
walk just to see if he’d shown up. I brought the binoculars I used to examine people from
my apartment window and found Steven from the safety of a pizza parlor’s patio, maybe
a hundred yards off. There he was, at a sunlit two-top with Roman tethered to his chair.
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He consulted his watch and sighed. I consulted mine as well—seven after one. He
sipped his coffee, looked around, and stared at his paper cup, rotating it mindlessly
between both hands before leaning down to give Roman a quick scratch behind the ears.
In retrospect, the sight of them should have touched a nerve, but it didn’t. My
reasons for approaching were purely self-serving: I wanted an answer, or if not an
answer, an attempt at explanation, and I was prepared to watch him bumble through it, to
watch him squirm and ask forgiveness, secure in a neutral, public setting.
I approached, and as I did, his demeanor shifted as drastically as if his corpse had
been brought back from flat-line by defibrillator paddles. He rose from his seat and
greeted me enthusiastically—all the shame drained away, replaced with the smile of a
man in possession of some profound and secret happiness. He pulled my seat out for me,
eager to play the gentleman, a role absurdly undermined by the nature of our visit.
He offered to get me a coffee—a drink I never touch—and I declined, suggesting
instead we get on with things.
“Right,” he said. “Of course.”
He removed an envelope from his breast pocket and slid it across the table.
It was unsealed and filled with crisp, hundred dollar bills.
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“It’s for the couch. I don’t know exactly where you got it, but I did some research
and landed on a sum I think should cover it, with a little extra.”
I’d paid almost seventeen hundred dollars for the couch. The thickness of the
envelope suggested twice that.
“I don’t want your money, Steven.”
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“I’m not taking it back. If you don’t take it I’ll leave it on the table for the
waitress.”
“What’s this all about?”
He leaned forward and clasped his hands. “I want to clarify things with you.”
I told him there was nothing to clarify. “You made a dumb mistake. You’re
embarrassed, as you should be, frankly, but it’s over now. I don’t hold it against you.”
“Why not? You should. You have no idea who I am.”
“You’re right, I don’t.” I was going to stop there, but I felt he was goading me on.
“Who are you then, Steven?”
He didn’t hesitate.
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m a man who’s not once in his life
been fully honest with another human being, perhaps not even with myself.”
He sat back and appeared relaxed, in a way I’d never seen him. “I’ve been
thinking about honesty recently. I’d like to be honest with you.”
“Why me?”
“Why do you think?”
“I don’t know.”
“Come on, Carolyn.”
The waitress approached and looked every bit like she could use the money more
than me, if only to invest in a better brand of shampoo and a new mouth. I debated
leaving it, but I’m not that big a person. I ordered a San Pellegrino, Steven ordered a
second cappuccino. Later, I left two of the hundreds under my half-drunk Pellegrino
bottle, but there was no largesse in the gesture—just guilt, over what I couldn’t say.
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“Let me explain myself,” he said. “You’d think, as far as your opinion goes, that
it wouldn’t be possible for me to debase myself any more.” He sipped the remains of his
first coffee and wiped a puff of froth from his upper lip. “Watch me.”
This was how he began his story.
***
He’d transferred to Cleveland after a relationship with a woman he’d picked up in
a bar imploded. Tanya. “No, see? I’m already bending the truth,” he said. “That’s not
how it happened.” He corrected: she picked him up. He apologized and said he was no
longer capable of telling the truth, that, like most people he was aware of, he’d fallen into
the trap of constructing the narrative of his life around what he wanted to believe, not that
he was hiding from some deficiency of character, but rather, the mediocrity of his
achievements, that, at a certain age, begin to form the shape of a disappointing life. For
instance, he said, he played high school basketball for a team that won two state titles,
although he only touched the court half a dozen times in four years, all in garbage time.
His senior year, in the championship game, his team had already won by a blowout
margin with two minutes left. The coach put Steven in, and he managed to make a threepointer. Technically, he’d made the stat sheet, so his name was in the newspaper the
following day, a clipping he’d kept of proof as—as he put it—his time as a gifted athlete
on a championship ball club. He told this lie to Tanya that night, among others, including,
on the more radical end, that he’d summited Mt. McKinley.
Tanya had taken the seat next to him at the bar where he occasionally watched
Monday Night football, and she asked which team he was rooting for. “Oh, come on,”
she said. “They haven’t won a championship in the Super Bowl era.” Her football IQ
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impressed him, and they carried on a while, talking about potential quarterback prospects
who could help turn the team around. She had no ring, he noticed, and she sipped her
drink and tucked her wavy, highlighted hair behind her ear with the breezy confidence of
a woman comfortable in her skin, which, he’d noticed, was tanned in a way not possible
in tanning beds or by spray-gun, so she’d been somewhere, and this intrigued him, and
the sun brought out just three large freckles on the bridge of her nose, between eyes as
emerald as a black panther’s. She’d been in Boca Raton, she said, a place Steven knew
nothing about and yet conjured the image of a louche, moneyed playground with plastic
people humping on yachts. She asked if he traveled and it turned out he’d just taken his
first major trip to Berlin—this was actually true—where he’d done the usual things like
wandering the Tiergarten and Checkpoint Charlie, the Brandenburg Gate and so on, but
he’d also—and he kept this to himself—been denied entrance to seven nightclubs based
on his appearance, and, for the second and third time in his life, had sex with a prostitute,
one of whom, it was possible, he said, was not of age.
Tanya was of German ancestry, she said, but she’d never been to Germany, and as
she finished her third rum and Diet Coke she’d swung her body around to face him
directly and, he thought, batted her eyelashes at him, an affectation, he’d later learn, from
her short-lived time as an aspiring stage actress in high school, not that anything she said,
it turned out, could be believed, but her stint as an actress made sense.
She went home with him in his car and put her hand on his thigh while he drove.
Where was her car? She didn’t have one, she said, and a friend had dropped her off at the
bar. She’d called her friend, she said, and told her not to worry, that she had a ride. Back
at Steven’s, she put both hands on his chest and pushed him on the couch, straddled him,
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and sucked on his neck and licked his ears. He was so excited, he said, that he came in his
pants and had to excuse himself “to freshen up.”
He laughed and asked me, “Can you believe I used a woman’s line on a woman?
What was I thinking?”
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked him. Roman had placed his chin on my
foot.
“Because, I told you, I want to be honest with someone. My life is completely
unremarkable, and lived privately. It’s sad. You know, I wonder about your life.”
“I don’t know you, Steven. And I have nothing to share. That’s not why we’re
here.”
“I want you to know about me.”
“And what does the fact that you’re a premature ejaculator who’s been with
prostitutes accomplish?”
“It’s something,” he said.
“Maybe some things are best kept private.”
“Okay,” he said. He reached for his wallet and took a few bills out, stuck them
under his saucer. “I guess we’re done.”
It occurred to me that I didn’t want him to be done. I don’t know what I was
feeling, or maybe ‘feeling’ is the wrong word. It was a kind of fascination with his
vulnerability.
“Please,” I said. “Keep talking.”
He may have been desperate, he said, but he wasn’t so stupid as to ignore the
plain truth of his history: he repelled women, he said—a fact that he, for a long time,
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blamed on his mother for breastfeeding him until he was seven, although he’d repressed
the memory completely. He said he had no memories before his eighth birthday. It was as
though his conscious life began at his mother’s kitchen table, blowing eight candles out
on a football-shaped ice cream cake.
He paused and sipped his cappuccino while I tore at the label of my San
Pellegrino, shredding it bit by bit.
Until Tanya, he said, he’d never had a girlfriend. He said this solemnly, with a
twinge of shame, like he’d unearthed something painful or embarrassing that he’d wanted
to share for a long time, and now, could only do so with great reluctance, but it struck me
as a trifle in light of his casual mention of prostitutes and late-stage nursing. It went
without saying that he’d never had a girlfriend.
On top of his desire for a relationship, he said, he felt pressured by his mother.
She pressed him about getting married—and this from a woman who’d cuckolded and
lost two husbands, he said. When are you going to find a wife, Steven? she’d say. What’s
wrong with you? Are you a homo? You can tell me! She’d read an article that correlated
solitary lifestyles with early-onset dementia. At least get a pet, she said. A bird, a cat, a
dog, whatever. He’d take her to lunch on weekends, and afterward, she’d press him about
going to PetCo or the APL, just to have a look around. She’d finally bought him a betta
fish and put its drab, empty bowl on the mantel in his living room, where he forgot about
it and it passed away.
“You mean starved,” I said.
“Right. It starved to death.”
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He’d always wanted a family, he said. That life appealed to him. Soccer games,
family dinner time, holiday recitals, camping trips, homework—all of it. And he’d
prepared for this, made some small-scale but sound investments, assiduously saved
money, played with a handful of safe stocks, piped the max into his 401K, and, finally,
bought a four-bedroom house in an upper-middle income development in a suburb with a
top-rated school system. Nothing wrong with being pre-emptive, his sister said. She’d
encouraged him when he’d floated the idea of upgrading from his condo to a house. In
her words, women would respond to his home as proof of his seriousness and
commitment to family. But what a big, empty house it was. Its surfeit of space taunted his
inability to fill it, and the empty rooms depressed him. Empty, he said, as in no furniture
whatsoever, just StainMaster carpeting and eggshell walls, dust on the windowsills. What
had he been thinking? He was the only single person on the street, the only one without
children. He felt like a fraud when he pulled in to the barren three-car garage, empty save
for his garbage and recycling cans and his new riding mower. He lived in the house for a
year and rarely left the living room. He’d fall asleep on the couch, watching his enormous
television that had been hung too high, and took to leaving changes of clothes beside the
coffee table so he didn’t have to go upstairs. He kept his toothbrush and toothpaste in the
kitchen, in a pint glass beside the sink.
Then, suddenly, he had Tanya, mysterious as she was. Funny, he said, how little
one’s history matters in the early, amorous phase of a relationship. It’s true, a robust sex
life compensated for her vacuous backstory, and she had energy in the bedroom, he
assured me. She attempted to be useful around the house, but there wasn’t much to do
because there was nothing in it. He wasn’t sure what she did all day other than watch
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television and stream movies. His Netflix queue was overcome with various mini-series
and rom-coms that he’d never watch. She claimed to be looking for a job. In what? he
asked. She couldn’t say anything specific. She said that she was thinking about going
back to school and cited one of those for-profit, uncredited diploma mills.
Who was she? What did he know about her? She grew up in Fort Wayne—that
much he knew. She worked on and off as a waitress, she said, and once had a job as a
receptionist for a tiling company. She’d studied photography in college before dropping
out without explanation or apparent cause. She had two children that lived with their
father in Indiana. This concerned him, he said. Technically she was still married, but the
divorce was in progress. She had no money. None. Where had she been staying before
she met him? Here and there, she said. In Boca Raton? She was just visiting a friend
there. He wondered what all this meant.
“What it means is she’s conning you,” his sister said. “Get her and her shit the
fuck out of there before something weird happens. I’ve seen shit like this on 20/20.”
“But she has nowhere to go,” Steven said. “And it’s not what it seems. The
husband was a psychologically abusive jackass. He’s trying to ruin her.”
“She has two kids, and the husband has custody?” a coworker said. “That’s a
serious red flag.”
“She’ll have custody once the dust settles,” Steven said. “He has all the money
and he’s screwing her on some technicality.”
“What’s with the tramp-stamp?” said his friend, Mark, a little buzzed on Tanya’s
rum punch. It was a sticky, August afternoon. Tanya had been doing chores around the
house in short shorts and a bikini top. There wasn’t two ways about it: the tattoo was
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hideous, a random patchwork of spikey, jagged lines that marred the landscape of her
lower back just before it flared out into her hips, and it bothered him to see it when they
were intimate.
“She got that on spring break when she was seventeen,” Steven said. “That was a
long time ago. She’s a different person now.”
“I’m worried,” his mother said. He could hear the sizzle of her ultra-slim Capri
through the phone, the phlegmy rattle of her chest as she inhaled and exhaled the
mentholated smoke. “I know how lonely you’ve been. Don’t let that cloud your
judgment. Don’t jump the gun with the wrong woman because she’s the first thing to
come along.”
“Wait until you get to know her better,” he said. “She’s brilliant. You’ll see.”
To facilitate things, he bought her a high-end Nikon and encouraged her to think
about photography as a career. A coworker’s wife made a fortune doing wedding photos,
he told her. How hard can it be? Point and shoot. Yet the camera remained on the counter
in the mudroom, unmoved.
Steven and Tanya decided to throw a Labor Day cookout with family—although
she had none—and friends, of whom she’d made two in the neighborhood. There was
Joyce, about Tanya’s age (But how old was Tanya, exactly? She’d never told him, but he
guessed about thirty-five), an epileptic underachiever married to a cardiothoracic
surgeon, and Melanie, also jobless but in near full-time group therapy, which she
considered a job and complained about—I can’t believe I have to be at therapy at eight
a.m. tomorrow.
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Steven’s sister and her husband, Cal, flew up from Houston for the weekend.
Tanya had them both laughing over glasses of Cheval Blanc, the three of them face to
face around the kitchen’s island.
Fifteen people showed up. Thanks to Joyce and Melanie patrolling the deck and
kitchen with trays of chilled vodka shots, people got to know one another quickly and a
few who’d quit smoking started begging around for cigarettes, which all led to Steven’s
mother, who was a cigarette hoarder. Steven and Tanya replenished the appetizer station
with bacon and jalapeno wraps, homemade guacamole and salsa, buffalo wings and a
fruit salad.
Steven got the grill going and, for a lack of a better term, he said, had a moment
of being, in which everything he’d wanted coalesced into a blissful unity. He thought,
standing beside the grill, that he’d reached the zenith of his life, or perhaps any life. What
more did he want? Children, yes, but in the meantime, he had everything: a partner, a
home, a secure and well-paying and at times gratifying occupation, friends and family, at
an age in which a man is at the height of his powers—intellectually, emotionally,
physically. He was thirty-eight. To want more is greed, he said. The large deck
overlooked his well-manicured half-acre. He wore the “Grill Sargeant” apron Tanya had
bought him, listening with pleasure as the fat sizzled and dripped between the rungs.
Tanya prepped the side dishes in the kitchen, her face visible through the opened,
awning-style windows, beside which she’d hung a hummingbird feeder. He took a
moment to watch Tanya until his sister, toasted from the shots, called out, “Hey Steven!
Put some extra butter on mine, would you?” He turned to see her, her leg draped over
Cal’s, Cal’s hands playing with her knee as he spoke to their mother, who puffed away
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under her straw sunhat. He was happy for his sister, an emotion he’d suppressed or
questioned because of her desperation to couple and the way she’d met Cal, on a
matchmaking website. Like him, she’d suffered many years of doubt stoked by selfimage issues, hers being justified, he said, because of the wide, hooked scar over her
curved lip—like she’d been partially mutilated in a knife attack—the result of childhood
surgery to correct her cleft palette.
He’d never forget the image of Tanya through the kitchen window, he said. He’d
noticed, or thought he noticed in retrospect, that she was crying, but it was inconsistent
with the moment, and probably—it made sense—a reaction to chopping onions. It was
the last time he saw her. She’d left the party in his car and driven first to Fort Wayne and
then to Springfield and Des Moines, where she’d ditched the car and taken a train to Fort
Collins, then a bus to Sheridan, Missoula, and finally Coeur d’Alene, where she rented a
car. At that point, after two weeks and almost eight-thousand dollars in credit card
charges on his card, he cut her off.
After Tanya left, he wanted everything to be different, he said. It was the greatest
humiliation of his life, made worse by family and friends who went too far in their efforts
to comfort him when all he wanted was to be far away from them, from the whole
environment. She’d left a note on the kitchen’s island that said: Sorry, Steven—but
there’s something important I have to do.
At the coffee shop, he pulled the note out of his wallet and showed it to me; it was
written in green marker on the back of an envelope from The Illuminating Company.
“Why do you still have this?” I said.
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He reached across the table and took it from my hand, as though he was afraid I’d
destroy it, and put it back in his wallet. “It’s powerful, somehow.”
He wanted the opposite of that house, the opposite of that preposterous idea of a
life that had always escaped him. He had to embrace the idea that he’d been searching for
happiness, perhaps, in the wrong places. He had to reassemble his life until he recognized
who, exactly, he was and what he wanted. It’s strange, he told me, to be near forty and to
have no idea what it is that you want.
“You should have burned the bitch,” I said. “Why’d you let her get away with
spending all that money?”
“Because I cared for her,” he said. “There was a lot I didn’t know. I don’t think
she’s a bad person. I think she’s in a tough spot and vulnerable. We make mistakes,
right?”
“Not like that,” I said.
“I may have had sex with a minor in the Pullman Berlin Schweizerhof,” he said.
“I’ll never know.” He laughed.
Anyway, he went on, he transferred here, out of Columbus, and signed a lease for
a one-bedroom garden apartment with less square footage than his previous living room.
Early mornings, evenings and weekends he’d take to the streets with the camera he’d
bought Tanya.
He’d never used a proper camera, and had no eye. It didn’t matter. It was
something to do, to get him out of the house, to try and see the world differently.
In one of the only conversations he and Tanya had about her photography, she’d
told him about being receptive to the hidden possibilities in every moment, finding

	
  

32	
  

	
  
objects in the world brightened to their breaking point, as if the divine were shimmering
through. Maybe he’d only read that somewhere, he said, but he liked to think she’d said
it. He admitted routine conflations of fact and fiction with Tanya. Did she really have an
exhibition at Bowling Green? It startled him to discover that he’d made it up in a
conversation with his sister, maybe as a way to combat her suspicion of her before they’d
met; what Tanya was and what he wanted her to be didn’t correspond. Likewise, who he
was and how he saw himself didn’t correspond.
Nevertheless, he said, whether he’d heard it or read it or made it up, he wanted the
divine to shimmer through in his own life, and he’d do anything to make it happen, wait
however long.
It’s amazing, he said, how something so simple as a camera around your neck can
encourage conversations you’d otherwise never have. This is how he got Roman. He was
out walking with his camera, taking photos at the magic hour before sunset, when a man
with a pug asked him about the camera, confusing it for a Leicha. The man’s dog, Roxy,
ground its face into Steven’s leg when the man had set her down. He told Steven that the
dog hated everybody—that Steven was the first person in three years the dog hadn’t
either bitten or tried to avoid. It’s not their nature, he assured, Steven. Roxy had been
beaten and, at one point, nearly baked to death in an oven. Three of her claws had been
pulled out. The man rescued pugs, he said, and offered a three-year old, Roman, to
Steven. The dog, he’d said, had been seized from a meth lab but had an affectionate
nature, nothing like Roxy.
Just days earlier, he said, his sister had not exactly nagged him about it—she
knew about their mother—but suggested that a dog is probably the best way to meet
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women. It’s the perfect icebreaker, she said. You won’t even have to do anything. They’ll
come to you!
He’d watched another man in his neighborhood, roughly his age, and equally
unremarkable to look at, routinely engage in conversations with attractive women thanks
to his Irish setter, a dog so large that its poop required a plastic shopping bag.
“So you see,” he said, almost swiping his cappuccino cup off the table, “I picked
up Roman as little more than a prop to meet women. I had no interest in owning a dog.
Zero.”
I was intrigued by this shallow, desperate dimension of his personality. I asked
him how it went, although that seemed self-evident.
“Not well,” he said. “My sister was right, though. Women regularly approached
me when I walked Roman. How can you resist this face?” He aimed Roman’s face at me,
and the dog, as he always did because of the basically hideous structure of his face,
looked terrified.
I’d always found pugs to be unnerving, a by-product of humankind’s thoughtless
manipulation of nature. I’d heard they weren’t able to birth naturally. I thought about
telling him the obvious: that they shouldn’t exist at all.
With both hands he rubbed each of Roman’s cheeks, and Roman blissfully ground
his muzzle into Steven’s groin, jarring his eye-patch askew. Tenderly, Steven adjusted it
and set Roman down. It occurred to me then that I bore witness to a transformed man, a
man who’d become, among other things, a dog person.
What he’d noticed, he said, was that Roman’s presence enhanced rather than
diminished his romantic misery. Women were interested in the dog, not Steven, and he
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began to resent him for it. He didn’t know how to flirt without coming off as transparent.
He rehearsed possible scenarios with his sister, just the basics, like, ‘Oh, you’re a jogger?
Me too.’ Or, ‘I went to Ohio State as well. What years were you there?’ But, when the
time came, he’d stare off, thinking disinterest on his part would pique theirs. Or he’d just
say something stupid, like, ‘Jeez, it’s cold today,’ or, on the creepier side, ‘Do you live in
one of these buildings?’
The day of his accident, he said, he asked three women out—a personal record.
He decided to play the numbers—ask enough and something has to come of it. Per his
sister’s advice, he had to couch the offer in something innocuous but specific, like coffee
or a drink. It’s all about being casual and confident, his sister said. He had to be
someone’s type, didn’t he? So many attractive women wound up with slobs, he said.
“It’s called money,” I said.
That morning, he went on, he was out with his camera and Roman—a
conversational double-whammy—in front of his apartment. Visually it was exactly the
kind of morning he’d hoped for. The sun had just crested the apartments across the street
and burnished the brick façade of the building an incandescent ochre. He snapped some
shots on bended knee, projecting a professional, focused demeanor. Roman pissed on his
favorite, decorative shrubs, next to the acidified lion, keeping sentinel by the steps, a
statue Steven had taken hundreds of photos of, all of them utterly lifeless. He could see
his TV flickering through the cheap window-dressings he’d bought at Target. The
window’s bottom aligned with the front garden’s mulch. When he’d first moved in he
liked the idea of a subterranean living space, but looking at it then, he said, it reminded
him of a grave. In fact, the tenant before him died there, in the living room. The building
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manager left that out, not that it mattered. He was thinking about the dead woman, how
she died, when he was interrupted by a woman’s Texas twang. ‘Where’d ya get her?’ the
woman said. He turned to see this, blonde, leggy Texan, wearing a UT windbreaker. She
scratched Roman’s back. With his usual tact he corrected her by saying, ‘He’s a he,’
instead of complimenting her jogging outfit or creating some anecdote about Austin.
Perhaps she hadn’t heard him, so he said, ‘You wouldn’t believe it. I was driving through
Minnesota and I saw him trotting down the side of a rural road, completely emaciated, so
I picked him up.’ ‘Oh my word!’ the woman said. ‘Well she’s got a great home now!
She’s adorable!’
He said his thought process was this: The prevailing impetus to get a dog was in
motion. An attractive woman had stopped to chat. She had assumed that he’s the kind of
man who dotes on his pet and has a tidy, comfortable living space, but what could he say
that doesn’t transform a perfectly innocent exchange of pleasantries into a lecherous
advance put on by a desperate, older man?
“That’s your problem,” I told Steven. “You have an actual fear of talking to
women. It’s a mania. It’s kind of pathetic, and honestly, it reeks. But in this case, I’m
guessing you finally put it out there and asked her if she’d get a coffee with you.”
He said that the moment he was about to ask her out for coffee the wind kicked up
and blew a shard or granule into his eyeball. It blinded him and stung so badly that he
cried out. The woman asked if he was okay. He said yes, while she continued to dote on
Roman. While she did this, he frantically rubbed his eye. ‘Oh, I hope you’re okay,’ the
woman said. Because of the pain and the surging wind, he shouted at her. ‘Do you want
to get a cup of coffee!’ The woman said, ‘She’s a great dog,’ and literally ran away.
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“Wow,” I said. “What happened next?”
“I watched her jog away, transfixed on her rear end,” he said.
“No, not that. The next woman.”
Right, he went on. As he watched the jogger run toward the square, another
woman’s voice, an agitated, smoky voice, said, ‘Sir! Sir! Your dog’s eating its own
mess!’ Roman had eaten half of his own waste, some smeared below his nose. Pugs are
notorious shit-eaters, Steven said. There’s nothing to do about it. The woman, an elderly
African American woman with no eyebrows and a Puma track suit, stood fixedly in her
place, pointing to a sign staked in the mulch. She said, ‘You have bags, right? It’s a
hundred and fifty dollar ticket. You better bag that up.’ Steven pulled a scented bag from
the dispenser attached to Roman’s leash and waved it at her, but she didn’t move, so he
bagged the waste and tied it off. Once he’d tied the bag, the woman went back inside her
apartment building. ‘It’s a hundred and fifty dollar ticket!’ Steven said to Roman. ‘What
do you think about that? It’s a hundred and fifty dollar ticket!’ When he’d noticed that
another woman crossed the street rather than pass him on the sidewalk, it occurred to him
that he was uttering this aloud.
There’s a coffee shop at the end of his street, he said. He decided to pick up a
Kona blend before showering and going to work. At that point he was in no mood to take
pictures, so he put the camera in its carrier and hung the bag on his shoulder. As he
approached the coffee shop, he noticed a young-ish Korean woman headed in his
direction. If he typically repels women, he said, Asian women are in a different category
altogether. They universally—according to him—don’t recognize his existence as a
corporeal being occupying physical space in the universe. They pass him by with their
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heads aimed at the ground. He’d tried saying hello now and again, but never got more
than an officious nod. The woman approaching him also had her eyes aimed at the
ground, but to his surprise, she registered Roman’s existence and seemed pleased by it.
She said ‘Ah!’ and knelt down to rub his head. ‘Ah,’ she said again, and giggled. ‘Nice
dog!’ Steven agreed that Roman was indeed a nice dog, and told her so. He explained
Roman’s breed and made up another story about his origins, this time claiming that
Roman had been a registered comfort animal for a deceased conductor of some renown.
‘Ah! the woman said again. Her eyes widened as Roman spun around and she lightly
clapped. How preposterous, Steven said, that he’d made up a lie rooted in their
stereotypical affinity for classical music. It didn’t seem outside the realm of possibility
that she might be a cellist, and he needed an angle. Asian women of all sorts lived in the
area, towing their cased instruments around, attending the Institute of Music. At one point
the woman made fleeting eye contact. His icebreaker had worked, he thought. Now for
the finish. He knelt down and rubbed Roman’s back-end while she continued massaging
his head. ‘Would you like to join me for a cup of coffee?’ he said. She looked him
directly in the face and said, ‘Okay, bye now!’ with the resolute cheer of a woman who’d
comprehended nothing. Either that or she was completely insane, he said. The way she’d
spoken, though, suggested she was in the possession of a few guidebook phrases. For the
second time in less than ten minutes, Steven watched a woman whom he’d just asked out
walk away, only this woman’s ass was covered by a long, knee-length coat.
“That should take some of the sting off,” I said.
“What?” he said.
“That her butt was covered. And that she didn’t speak English.”
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“I have to assume she did speak English, that she used her foreignness as a shield
to play dumb.”
“Maybe,” I said. I wet my lips with the San Pellegrino. “But Asian women are
always with the dorkiest white guys. It’s a fact.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“That I’d think you’d be a magnet for Asian women. You need to be more
forceful, more aggressive. Anyway, that’s two down. One to go.”
“Do you remember,” he said, “the day we got an all-office email from Scott,
giving us a half-day because of the nice weather?”
I did and told him so.
That was the day, he said. The day he’d hit his head. He remembered the day well
enough, before the accident. The email was received, spurring a mass exodus for the back
door within seconds, he said. He had a bunch of work he should have stayed for and
normally would have, but he thought he’d use the opportunity to do something he’d
wanted to do for a long time but didn’t have the spine for.
He stopped by my desk, he said, and I didn’t notice him. He said that I was
tunneled into my work, staring through my screen. He remembered what he said to me
very clearly: ‘You should get out of here. God knows it’s supposed to rain the rest of the
week.’
He said that I didn’t look at him. I told him that I was buried, and gave a weak
smile. He lingered a moment, admiring my mouth. My wrists, he said, were so thin that
he couldn’t imagine how they supported my hands. There was a bottle of water beside
me. It’s always beside you, he said. He said that he couldn’t remember seeing me eat,
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even once. He said how strange and sad it was that someone so clearly anorexic could
carry on in naked sight without someone intervening. He wondered about the people in
my life, if I had anyone to look out for me.
At the coffee shop, he looked at me with the lost ache of a man who’d just been
profoundly heartbroken, in a way no one had ever looked at me. He said, “I told you that
I’m sure your work can wait. As casually as I could muster I said, Why don’t we get a
glass of wine or something, celebrate the arrival of spring?”
I never looked at him, he said. As I typed, I said, ‘I can’’t.’
‘It’d be nice if you’d join me,’ he said. ‘I’d like that a lot.’
He wasn’t sure if I’d heard that last part. I’d tuned him out, as it were, as though
he was nothing. As he walked to the door, he heard me sneeze. Normally he would have
said, ‘God bless you, Carolyn’—he said that all the time—but instead he opened the back
door and stepped out of the dim, dusty room, into the light of day.
“It’d be poetic to end there,” he said. “Wouldn’t it? If I ended the story there,
which I have in my head, it comes off as moment of epiphany. The possibilities it
suggests! Hope. All that. I went home to take Roman for his walk and woke early the
next morning in Metro Hospital. I had no idea how I’d gotten there, how long I’d been
there, what had happened. The curtains were shut but I could see it was dark outside. I
felt okay, good even. I was drugged on some kind of opioid. The TV was on, showing the
aftermath of a landslide that had buried a small town in Washington State. A man whose
wife was missing was crying to a reporter. There was a pile of mud behind him, his house
somewhere under it. I couldn’t figure out how to turn it off. I groped around for a remote
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control. I buzzed the nurse, said, Can someone please help me? How stupid, I thought. It
wasn’t an intercom. I wasn’t talking to anybody.”
“Before I came to your apartment that day and made a fool of myself,” he said,
“I’d gone to the bridge above work, walked across it, reached the middle and hung my
head over the side, staring into the canal. But don’t read into it too much. I never
entertained the possibility for myself. I just wanted to see what all those other, braver
people saw before they jumped. I was depressed from the concussion, nothing more. I
knew it would lift soon and I’d be back to normal again.”
I didn’t know what to say. I envisioned him there, cars whizzing by, their
occupants maybe not even noticing the man on the bridge.
“I can’t believe it’s almost September already,” he said. “The summer days are
getting shorter.”
He had a hand resting on the table. I reached out and put my hand over his and
gave it a light squeeze. He squeezed back, then relaxed.

	
  

41	
  

	
  
Meditation

Eve strolls casually down the beach in search of a suitable place to sit for her
meditation—a quiet, unpeopled place (To be one of those self-absorbed posers
broadcasting an image of calm and enlightenment on a public beach! Look at me! Look
at me! And yet, Christ, here she is), but who’s she kidding? It’s not happening. Not here.
She should have meditated in her rented room, would have, but there’s the problem of the
old man who’s twice now entered her room (and somehow he’d garnered good reviews
on Airbnb) without knocking to—let’s get real here—cop a look, and anyway she wanted
to hear the ocean, to dissolve into the sounds of nature; so here she is, on the crowded
beach, a duffel bag and yoga mat slung over her shoulder, looking for a meditation site.
There’s a game of volleyball going on, and as she walks by, although she’s not
looking, she can feel some of the men’s eyes on her, aimed at her chest and rear-end,
which is why she’s wearing a loose yellow tank-top to cover her backside that would
otherwise be more or less exposed through the snug casing of her Om Shanti performance
leggings (the “Islands of Consciousness Fractal” pattern), an absurd piece of outerwear
that she’d never think to buy, but they were a gift from her closest friend, Susanna, and,
she’ll admit, comfort-wise, they’re the best, and honestly, they’re visually arresting;
people—women mostly, but sometimes men—frequently comment favorably on her
pants and ask where she got them, and the attention is nice.
She passes a couple lounging beneath a candy-striped umbrella staked into the
sand—a wiry, bearded man and a chubby, sun-reddened woman in a fleshy one-piece that
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couldn’t be more unflattering, but there’s something compelling about her, the ineffable
magnetism that draws one person to another announces itself in some region of Eve’s
brain that she can’t name; she’s immediately more awake, more alert: they could be
friends, Eve thinks. They’re about the same age, she guesses (forty-ish); beside the horrid
bathing suit she has interesting taste in eyewear—olive horn-rimmed glasses that give her
an other-era-ness, like she’d been dropped here from somewhere far away both in
geography and time; the book she’s reading, resting between her thighs, has the heft of a
cinderblock, and she seems to be just about finished; a slightly hooked pinky is raised in
the air, ready to flip the page. Her husband draws in a sketchbook, adding flourishes to a
structure of some sort. A designer? An architect? They exude the placid contentment of
people thoroughly lost in their heads, delighting in the processes of their minds.
The thought is broken by a frazzled mother screaming at her young son for
pouring sand in his sister’s mouth. “You little son of a bitch! Do you want to spend the
rest of the day in the hotel with no TV?” The girl gags and retches, a bit
melodramatically, Eve thinks—and there it is, her distaste for children compressed into a
sequence not quite, what? Three seconds? The puffy-faced girl waves her hands at her
mouth as though it’s on fire. The boy ignores his mother and watches his sister, hardly
suppressing a smirk.
A man whistles, sharp and close. “Excuse me? Hey you! Yellow shirt! Hey
there!” He has a New Zealand or Australian accent, she can’t tell which, his drunken
solicitation as lurid as a boner in a wet Speedo. “Don’t walk away! Have a drink with me
lovey! Come on now! Don’t walk away!” She continues walking, feigning absorption in a
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spectacular thought, or perhaps, like she’s done so many times before, feigning outright
deafness.
She arrives at a coconut palm casting shade over a cool patch of sand. People are
scattered nearby, some sleeping, some staring off; a man furtively drags his hand around
under the elastic of his swim trunks. A group of children burying their father in the sand
squeal and shriek while their mother—face down on her towel—fries almost to the point
of blistering, her back caned by the sun.
Eve slips her rolled yoga mat from her shoulder, unfurls it, and sets her small
duffel bag beside it. She raises her arms above her head and puts her hands together,
stretching first to the right, then to the left in the half-moon pose. She shakes her arms
and legs out. Limbered and relaxed, she sits and begins.
To begin! It’s never easy. She focuses on her immediate sensory experience. A
warm breeze fecund with salt water and the earthy odor of the palm tree. The joy of
laughter. The rhythmic lapping of surf. The pink noise of traffic. The muffled thump of a
volleyball. Faraway shouting and cheering. The calm cadence of her heartbeat, a runner’s
heartbeat. The outlines of conversations just dim enough to evade particularities. She sits
upright. To dissolve into the setting. To dissolve into nothing. To dissolve into
everything. To dissolve into the semi-darkness behind her closed eyelids.
Or not to dissolve but to dive headlong into the image of her husband’s
disembodied head, floating in her mind’s eye. It’s been eight day since he called her a
cunt, on the patio of The Town Hall, a gastropub in the now thoroughly gentrified Ohio
City neighborhood, all the way back in Cleveland. Eight days and here she sits in Key
West—the whole point was to get away from him—meditating on Jack’s face, the
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particular way its structure twisted and assumed the same vulgarity as the word. A cunt!
She shifts on her yoga mat and breathes, hoping the thought of him will exit her body like
a vapor, but no, it’s like a song stuck in her head at bedtime, rolling from side to side in
the dark as the brain plays and replays Bon Jovi’s “Living on a Prayer” plucked at
random from a malfunctioning chunk of tissue, every attempt to obliterate the screaming
voice and guitar raises the volume, two speakers on either side of her head. Whoa-oh!
Living on a prayer! And there it is again, that song. Concentrate. Surf. Warm breeze. The
squawk of some aquatic bird. Now Jack’s head floats in a dark space piping the song.
Whoa-oh! There he is, and there she is on that high metal chair across from him, thinking,
This repellant creature is my husband. Their two-top wobbled as he rested and lifted his
elbows, fidgeting with impatience, almost dumping her Sauvignon Blanc, “a crisp, floral
white” that the server had recommended “to commemorate the arrival of spring,” a nice
sentiment, she’d thought, that Jack promptly shit all over.
Two days earlier the wind chill was below zero; that day it was seventy-two and
the whole city seemed to come out of hiding, pasty-white bodies in t-shirts and shorts, an
incredible display of body hair, doughy arms, faces and midsections. Cleveland.
A line beginning at the hostess station queued around the block while cars circled
the shared parking lot with the market, visibly agitated drivers jerking their heads this
way and that like overwhelmed pigeons. For a moment, after Jack had dropped the cword, she’d considered throwing her wine in his face; he’d already made a scene (the
restaurant’s GM was tableside for God’s sake, in damage-control mode because of a
botched cheeseburger); people were looking. Possibly Eve had done the sensible thing,
the correct thing, by walking away, but she should have let him have it, she thinks, joined
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the historical and ongoing discourse of women who’ve chucked their drinks in men’s
faces. It says everything, that gesture. It’s effective, succinct, complete.
She had plenty of ammo: He’d bankrupted them. She had it on reliable
information that he’d carried on with his white-trash bar manager, Tammy, a woman
from Lodi with augmented breasts and a tricked-out Civic. She’d supposedly spent some
time in the San Pornando Valley, but did any of this make Tammy a cunt? Eve couldn’t
say, but she liked to think not. She liked to think better of people, that everyone bumbled
toward salvation in her own way, and true, we never get there, not one of us, not even
close, and that’s why we watch our mouths, that begins by watching our minds—by
being mindful, which is what she’s doing now: mindfully meditating to make sense of all
this, to find equanimity and move on. Somehow better? Somehow elevated? Probably
not. But she’ll try. There’s nothing else to do but try.
Cunt, she thinks. To earn the designation, that takes work—an assiduous
cultivation of bitchiness, shallowness, cruelty, cold-heartedness, and calculation. So
Tammy’d fucked her husband. It doesn’t make her a cunt; it makes her an idiot. It makes
her an asshole, willfully pissing on the sacrament of another woman’s marriage. Or, no—
be more understanding. It makes her vulnerable, in need of attention, of recognition from
an attractive, ostensibly successful (ha!) man. Who doesn’t want that? But seriously,
Tammy knew he was married. And Tammy’s always so attentive to her when she stops in
for a glass of wine, always ready with a compliment. Oh! I just love that top! Where’d
you get it? Or, Do you know what I’d do for your skin! It’s flawless!
Cunt. God, what kind of a fucking cunt does that?
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She opens her eyes, reaches in her duffel bag and searches ‘cunt’ on her iPhone.
According to the dictionary, “to call a person a cunt, especially a woman, is one of the
most powerful and hateful examples of verbal abuse in the English language.” She throws
her phone back in her bag and closes her eyes, appalled that she’d made it not quite three
minutes before breaking for her phone, which, she’d have to admit, was just as much an
excuse to see if Jack had called or texted. Surprise, surprise—he hasn’t. Just a load of
work-related email. She’d positioned her finger above the envelope icon and almost
pressed it. Almost.
You’re a cunt, you know that?
Sure, she’s a lot of things (Who isn’t? Personality isn’t a fixed thing. We’re fluid!
she thinks. Is she a cunt sometimes? Sure. Sometimes. Sometimes.), and some of those
things aren’t good—she’d be the first to admit a possible anti-social disorder, avoiding
friends and acquaintances in the grocery store, not calling or visiting her aging parents
nearly enough, and a knee-jerk dislike of most children. The overwhelming majority of
children. Almost all of them.
But most of her qualities, she thinks, are good. She’s respectful of other’s feelings
and she’s the best tipper she knows; she goes to amazing lengths to non-violently remove
spiders and silverfish from her home, trapping them with cups and newspapers, but still,
there are a storm of things that, culturally, she’s obliged to feel guilty about, but she isn’t,
as Jack had pointed out, a cunt, not as a fixed thing, floundering through existence in a
permanent state of cunt-ness.
What is she? Don’t be afraid to think it through. How do others, people other than
Jack, see her? It would be easy to see herself as the archetype of the privileged, white
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Gen-X’er—a bit cookie-cutter, possibly even a bit boring, an easy target for satire and
ridicule: She was raised in an upper-middle income household, private school educated,
minted with a J.D. from a prestigious, heavily recruited law program—but she’d turned
down seven six-figure offers so she could serve her community as a public defender
while her colleagues, her husband among them, went for the money. All of them did. At
least he was plain about it, unafraid to say so. I want to make a lot of money, he’d said.
Not gonna lie. Did she blame him? No, not really.
And what’s with his insistence on her whiteness? He called her Mayo on Wonder
Bread. A man who routinely dressed as though he were about to set sail from East
Hampton on some schooner called Three Sheets or some unimaginative thing. You’re so
white, Jack liked to say, and this was meant to cut her down, make her feel small,
predictable, to take away the primacy of her manifold personhood. Okay, fuck him, she
thinks, so she owns a Subaru pasted with an Obama-Biden sticker; so she’s an avid
runner in the top ten percent of her local 10K, half-marathon, and marathon 35-39 agebracket (no, she doesn’t put the numbered stickers on her car). So what? Is there any
counterpoint, anything to add a more textured, nuanced picture, add a little mustard to the
mayonnaise? Yes, she thinks, she smokes in private, sometimes heavily, and punishes
herself the following day by converting the number of cigarettes she’s smoked into miles
on the following morning’s jog. In high school she’d placed seventh and fourth (as a
junior and senior) in the Indiana Division II Women’s Singles State Tournament for
tennis, and still she found it difficult to find a suitable partner that, even going half-speed,
she didn’t destroy on the court, but isn’t there a certain satisfaction in dismantling the
posers at her athletic club? This is an awfully white bit of information. Go on. She’s an
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abstainer (mostly, unless it’s free-range, and only on the rare occasions she’s starving and
well-lubricated and under the sway of her carnivorous friends at some late hour) of meat
(only chicken), the sponsor of two Somali children through World Vision, a yearly
Greenpeace Donor for the continued harassment of North Sea oil rigs (and soon to be
Chukchi Sea—“It’s sickening to exploit the Arctic for fossil fuels as it’s melting from the
reckless burning of fossil fuels!” she’d screamed at a Republican congressman as a caller
on a morning radio show debating the question: “Should we be drilling in the Arctic?”).
She’s also a yearly Sea Shepherd donor for the war against Japanese whaling ships (her
favorite activist organization, “Absolute badasses,” she’d told a colleague at happy hour).
She’s the owner of a recently purchased table of naturally felled Canadian hardwood
situated in her overhauled German Colonial’s kitchen—she drew the specs, a hobby of
hers, and possibly a career? Her home dates back to 1809 and was showcased two years
earlier in a local magazine’s “Most Interesting Homes” spread. She’s the only person on
her street to cut her own grass or clean her own house—how can you be so lazy? She
could go on, but why bother? So she’s a privileged, do-gooding liberal who does yoga in
Om Shanti performance leggings and has a somewhat snobbish relationship with coffee
(people underestimate the dangers of pesticides) and has, on a rack in the garage, a
Pinarello that cost as much as a base-model Honda, a bike worthy of the Tour de France;
she takes the bike out most Saturdays (weather permitting) for a hundred-miler with her
riding club through the Emerald Necklace, all of them suited up in space-age, skin-tight
wicking materials and helmets capable of withstanding a mortar attack. What is she
supposed to wear? No helmet? Sweatpants? She could. Is she above sweatpants? No, of
course not. She has a favorite yellow pair that she wears when housebound with the flu or
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exhausted at the end of a taxing work-week, ready to slob out on a Friday night with a
pizza and movie, but still.
She should have brought the Pinarello, she thinks, as she shifts momentarily off
her tailbone at her beachside meditation site, so she could sell it on Craigslist or to the
highest bidder, but she’d left home in haste, packed lightly, without a game plan—and
this is a major problem: No Plan. No job, kind of. An indefinite leave of absence, she’d
said, and they’d accommodated her, not that it was unearned after fourteen years of
service, but she’s thinking of not returning, maybe taking another career track, possibly
interior design (but she’d have to go back to school, and how ridiculous, she thinks, that
she’d need a degree to professionally organize spaces!). And the legal system, Jesus. Its
answer to every problem: Throw people in the garbage! Her situation’s fucked, she
thinks, but not that fucked, considering pretty much everything else going on in the
world, compared to which her problems are just as advertised: First World Problems. The
Middle East: fucked beyond comprehension—don’t even try to go there! What else?
Everything. Poverty and sanitation and starvation on the Indian subcontinent, the slums
of Rio de Janeiro or the clear-cutting of the Amazon forest, gang warfare in Chicago,
AIDS, Ebola, antibiotic-resistant super bacteria, China’s out of control coal consumption,
mass incarceration, the cataclysmic disappearance of biodiversity, sex trafficking,
industrialized meat production, the ongoing embarrassment of racial tensions in the
United States, sheets of ice tumbling into the oceans off Greenland and Antarctica, polar
bears hopping from one ice floe to the next until they drown, kids doing drugs and
freaking out on things she can’t understand. Bath salts? What the fuck is that? What are
her problems? That her husband is a philandering foul-mouth? That he banged his ditz
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bartender who earnestly listens to Iron Maiden and Clutch? That he financially ruined
them? Whatever. She has earning power. She has her youth, kind of. Young-ish, Susanna
likes to say. She’s young-ish. Be thankful. She has her genetic good fortune: classically
beautiful (according to her friends, and perhaps it’s another flaw of hers, she thinks, that
she knows she’s beautiful and sometimes, more than she’d like to admit, lingers in front
of the mirror), five feet eight, honey-blonde hair, lithe, a bit too well-endowed in the
chest, teeth that her dentist praised as the touchstone of aesthetic perfection, his pin-dot
eyes wandering behind his dental loupes to her breasts while he wipes numbing agent on
her gums before injecting her, always too hard, with novacane. Fuck Dr. Raber’s impure
thoughts. No. Settle down. Breathe. Are her thoughts pure? Are anyone’s? No. Move on.
Look where you are, away from it all. Under the partial shade of a coconut palm, a warm
Gulf breeze playing with her hair and the sun creating delicious swirling psychedelic
patterns against the backdrops of her closed eyelids, the gift of focusing on breathing and
mindful meditation while the rest of her peers across the nation work work work. This is
good, to be here. It’s earned. There is chaos all around. All is chaos always. All is
unpredictable and will end soon. All ends badly for everyone. It’s okay. Relax.
But Dr. Raber, seriously? Go away. Or no, she should be thinking about him. She
should be thinking about everything, the whole shebang, the good, the bad, a balance
between them. That’s the point, isn’t it? Let thoughts drift. See them. Confront them.
Understand them. Even if it’s Dr. Raber’s perverted, bloated face. Breathe. Let the
mind’s eye open. She inhales and exhales. Dr. Raber pixelates and scatters into the void,
rearranges into…
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Fucking Jack, that’s who, on the restaurant’s patio, the day she left him. “What
are you getting?” he said impatiently. What was the rush? Saturday afternoon, not a hurry
in the world. The image of him flickers in her head, a weak projection floating in a
colorless landscape. He takes off his Ray-Bans and tucks them in the breast pocket of his
Ralph Lauren Oxford, a shirt she’d bought eight days before that day—that is, one day
before they found out they’d lost everything—at Nordstrom’s, thinking how nice he’d
look, and while she was at it she picked up a pair of Stella McCartney jeans, not that he
had to know, not that he would know, even though she’d worn them that afternoon and
thought she looked pretty good. Jesus, she thinks. Am I really vain? Well, she has never
and will never take a selfie, that’s for sure—that’s vanity—but the jeans, she’d thought
that day, their financial lives upended—what’s an eight-hundred dollar pair of jeans when
your home, restaurant, cars, all assets, even her wedding ring, she’d supposed, had,
technically, become property of the IRS? The thought of the IRS sends a tingling
sensation through her arms that has already manifested in two splotchy patches of
eczema. She’ll need to see a doctor. An island doctor for prescription-strength cortisone.
She’d bled her tube dry, but the getaway should have had an immediate impact on her
stress levels. Why hasn’t it? Stressed on Key West. What a waste!
Breathe Breathe Breathe—the lynchpin of psychological and cognitive clarity.
She can faintly hear the strike of a volleyball down the beach—a muffled thump. A nice
sound. She shifts on her yoga mat and wonders momentarily what the woman under the
candy-striped umbrella is reading, wonders, more thoroughly now, what that woman is
all about, where she’s come from, what her husband does. They could network, possibly
over drinks? Is he connected to any architecture/design firms? Are they happy? They
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appeared happy, or at least content, and now that she thinks about it, not that it’s entirely
new, or even new at all, it occurs to her that most people she knows are in terrible or—
best case scenario—functional but passionless marriages. Maybe it’s not so bad, but what
kind of a life is that? A life that works, passion supplanted by a nuts and bolts business
partnership that affords each partner maximum freedom to pursue their interests; it’s
better than what she has, being alone. Maybe there will be a reconciliation, but probably
not. Alone at forty! Her best years to an asshole!
Between her index finger and thumb she squeezes the naked part of her left ring
finger where, for fifteen years, her wedding ring has been. For days she’s been squeezing
that spot, searching for the ring like a ghost limb. Not that she ever cared for the ring. A
simple, gold band would have done, in lieu of the Tiffany four-row band ring with pave
diamonds in platinum, a ring that could blind a person in the right lighting, a ring she felt
ridiculous in for its ostentatiousness and, she thinks, near-vulgar materiality, especially
when dealing with her clients, a group universally comprised of have-nots, many of
whom openly ogled the ring and said things like, “Damn girl! Look at that bling!” It
made her sick to see her clients glance every now and again at the shimmering bauble
that couldn’t help but call attention to itself, this as they faced often imminent stints in the
penal system for non-violent offenses. Would the ring come up in the IRS investigation,
she wonders? Was it part of their frozen assets? She didn’t care. She’d sold it to a jeweler
in Miami for seventy-nine hundred dollars although it was worth twice that, but she
needed the money, right then. He paid her in hundreds, counting them one at a time over
the glass case. “And seventy-nine,” he said, placing the last bill on a crooked pile. She
picked up the stack, straightened it, and held it a moment—a fistful of money; her net-
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worth in total. She’d brought in her zip-up Nike gym bag she stowed her athletic gear in
and stuffed the money in a trail-running shoe. When she’d zipped up the bag, the jeweler
put his hand softly on her arm. “Be careful,” he said through his cigarette-stained walrus
mustache. What was that supposed to mean? She rests the backs of her palms on her
knees and again thinks about the couple lounging under the umbrella and what they might
think of her—probably that she’s an uppity poser, she thinks—as she sits there in a
paradise setting on a clear day near eighty degrees and low humidity, meditating below
the stirring fronds of the coconut palm, that, she thinks, could be one of the most pleasant
sounds on earth—or perhaps any wind through trees, like when a powerful thunderstorm
approaches and the first gusts push through the canopy of Chinquapin oaks and American
elms behind her German Colonial as she relaxes on the cedar deck, waiting until the rain
becomes too much, soaking her as she lays prone on a cushioned, reclining deck chair,
eyes closed, mouth open, taking in the water, waiting until the lightning becomes an
immediate danger before finally going inside. On the beach there is a fecund, earthy odor
in the air, or maybe it’s the tree, its fronds rattling above her head like the most delicate
wind chimes. This calms her. She exhales and laughs, thinking of Jack, maybe shoveling
the walkway. It had snowed back home, or is, at this moment, still snowing. She opens
her eyes to a scene of astonishing beauty—a watery horizon and a smattering of sailboats.
It hurts, saddens her to imagine what her last client is witnessing right now. Whatever it
is, she’ll be seeing it for the next four years. Eve closes her eyes again and in her mind’s
eye summons Monica, a mother of three whose case she’d lost. Monica’s boyfriend—Eve
believed her beyond a doubt—had planted baggies of methamphetamines meant to
appear for individual sale in her car and waited until she’d left to pick up her kids from
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school before calling the police, hence the severity of the charges and the sentence, a
clear-cut—according to the prosecutor—intent to distribute Class I narcotics on school
grounds, child endangerment, and so on. “The egregiousness of her actions, her history of
drug abuse (a small-time cocaine possession charge twelve years earlier, before her
children were born) and disregard for her children’s welfare,” the prosecutor said, “leaves
me no choice but to ask that”—fuck him, she thinks. Fuck him. She can see the structure
that Monica’s incarcerated in clearly in her mind’s eye, a square, brick building
(windowless, of course) surrounded by matching brick walls festooned with razor-wire,
the campus situated along a sulfuric, stinking wasteland immediately adjacent to a steel
plant with two smokestacks that literally spew flames 24/7. It’s too much to think about,
too depressing, yet this is the whole point, she thinks. She opens her eyes and breathes.
She wipes her face with a small towel she keeps in her Nike duffel bag and momentarily
fingers the red and white beaded bracelet her neighbor, Paige, had made for her. Paige
was born with a shortened left arm and a hand that grew sideways off her wrist, at a right
angle, which wasn’t the worst of it; the worst of it would be her severe autism. Paige’s
mother, Sandra, was born without a sense of smell, and she was so short that she
qualified for a handicapped parking pass (four feet eight). Sandra’s husband, Robert,
liked to joke about the freedom of farting whenever he wanted (I’m a glass half-full kind
of guy, he’d said). Eve didn’t know how Sandra and Robert optimistically faced each
day. They always looked thoroughly exhausted from Paige’s neediness—and it would
hunt them down the rest of their lives. Their eyes were entrenched with permanent bags
as though they’d been in a fistfight or had, at long last, spiraled out of a weeks-long
interrogation at Abu Ghraib. Sandra and Robert, now that she thinks about it, are a
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perfect couple, so she does know a happily married pair. He’d certainly never call—never
dream of calling—Sandra a cunt. She envisions Jack again, at the restaurant that day, the
patio overwhelmed with day-drinkers prepping for the opening day baseball game later
that afternoon. She’d looked to Jack from behind her menu and he had the faraway,
unmoored stare of a man submerged in dark introspection, but she liked that about him,
that he was a restless thinker, another devotee at the altar of uncertainty. She’d followed
his trajectory, beyond the market’s parking lot, the afternoon’s Orange-Level air quality
index subtly blurring the city’s few mismatched skyscrapers. He’d rolled his sleeves
halfway up his hairless forearms, the taut muscles springing to life under his skin
whenever he so much as rotated his hand. How she’d liked his arms, something so simple
as his arms! She’d watched him squint and put his sunglasses back on, her cue to return
to her menu and decide. She tenses at the thought of him. They’d gone out to relax. She’d
planned the day around just that—leisure, to take his mind off things, and her mind.
Lunch, a stroll, a drink or two, a baseball game, and dinner at Susanna and Alberto’s
townhouse afterward. Susanna and Alberto. It’d be a miracle, she’d thought that day, if
they could get through the night without Susanna stepping on Alberto’s throat. It had
always been a possibility, but recently it had progressed into a certainty. At their last
dinner, Susanna had too much wine and revealed the finer points of Alberto’s search
history. “You want to know,” Susanna had said, her lips darkened with one of Jack’s
favorite Super Tuscans, “what my husband’s doing while I’m asleep?” “I’d love to know
what the fat man’s up to,” Jack said. “Good, because I’ll tell you. He watches teenage
girls with braces get gang-banged. You tell me, Eve and Jack, what you think of Dr.
Acosta now?” The poor guy, Eve thinks. Alberto and his casual, unperturbed expression
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as he read on his smartphone, inured to Susanna’s attacks; inured to life’s indignities
through years of oncology practice, quietly chewing on his arugula and pear salad while
his drunken wife tore at him. Alberto wore the weight of unremitting cancer diagnoses on
his face. He held his head out, as though he were offering it to an executioner.
What were her problems compared to Alberto’s, telling his patients how long they
had to live? Eve had a petulant husband who’d financially drowned them, who demanded
blow-jobs but rarely wanted sex. She summoned his image on the patio, his palpable
impatience with her indecisiveness as she decided on what to eat. His menu was cast
aside, signaling—as he’d pointed out on many occasions—their readiness to order, and
even though she wasn’t ready, she was put on the spot and ordered the fish tacos, that,
Jack reminded her, were the preferred mechanisms the country over to dispense with
turning seafood, drowned as the fish was under a heap of guacamole and some kind of
vinaigrette. Spicy salsa, she’d corrected him. Whatever, he’d said, the point is that you
don’t order seafood on Sundays. Without speaking Jack had left the table, so Eve did
what she usually does when she’s seated at a restaurant alone—she people-watched until
she was caught looking at a stunning, dark-skinned woman of ambiguous ethnic
background, her hair straightened and parted down the middle, her thin arms loaded with
over-sized gold and silver bracelets, her lips wet and shimmering with gloss and
sexuality. Shamed, Eve pulled out her phone, read film reviews and casually sipped her
Sauvignon Blanc until it was finished.
“Cat piss,” Jack had said all those years ago when they were both law students,
hanging out at one of the group’s ritualistic post-class gatherings at an off campus dive
bar. “Excuse me?” Eve had said. It was their first real exchange, and it had taken weeks
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for them to speak to one another, although he’d had his eye on her and she knew it and
felt in no hurry. “One of the characteristics of Sauvignon Blanc is its unusual nose,” he’d
said. Nose, she thought, staring at his unusual nose, straight and symmetrical with a knot
halfway down its bridge, where, she’d learn, it was smashed into a curb, broken, and not
set properly after a losing fight in high school. “Stick your nose in there and really sniff
it. Doesn’t it smell like cat piss?” He picked up her glass and held it so that her nose was
inside the rim, and she inhaled slowly and deeply, her eyes on his unblemished, hairless
hand that held the glass gently by its stem, between his thumb and index finger. It
smelled like wine to her, but now that they were talking she wanted to keep talking, to
hear what else he had to offer about wine, about anything but the fucking law. They split
from the group and took a booth, where Jack revealed his love of food and wine, talked
about his last minute decision to attend law school over taking his chances to study for a
master sommelier certification, an uncertain road that few succeeded in. He’d make
money as a lawyer first, he’d said. That much was certain—Jack was in the top five
percent of their class but below her, not that it mattered so much; money wouldn’t be an
issue for any of them; they’d all be able to work wherever they wanted, but she liked his
long-range and multi-faceted ambitions. Law was a means to an end, to financially
anchor himself and, when the time’s right, open a restaurant of his own, a wine-centric
place. “That’s my goal,” he’d said. “Most restaurants fail within two or three years, but
that’s because most people have no business operating restaurants.” She remembered,
from the shade of the coconut palm, that statement, how at the time she’d found it funny,
and how strange that it came up again just last week, when he’d told the GM just that:
He’d said, “It’s clear you have no business operating a restaurant,” as the man apologized

	
  

58	
  

	
  
about the botched Kobe cheeseburger that Jack had ordered without a bun, and with
mustard and onions on the side, but the server, who’d been swamped and, Eve thought,
was very kind and helpful, had miscommunicated the order or punched it in wrong on her
mobile order-taking device, so that the burger came out with a bun, which the cheese was
stuck to, and no mustard or onions, and this, Eve supposed, after what they’d been
through that week with Jack’s own restaurant being shut down for—this was under
investigation—tax evasion, had pushed him beyond what he could manage and into a
rage about a flubbed burger. Thankful to be on a beach and detoxifying from the ordeal at
the restaurant, she could view it now with a sense of humor, seeing, in her mind’s eye,
the way Jack poked at the meat with a butter knife and told the server that he was positive
it wasn’t Kobe beef at all, but pink slime, and how, calmly, the server told him that the
burger was in fact Kobe beef, at which point Jack demanded to see the manager, who, as
a peace offering, wrote out a two-hundred dollar gift certificate, comped their meal, and
assured Jack that his order would be straightened out and he’d leave satisfied. Eve asked
Jack, as the manager stood by, how they could all move forward and Jack had replied,
“It’s too late. I just wanted a cheeseburger as advertised, the way I ordered it. Eighteen
dollars for that,” he’d said to the manager. “You ought to be ashamed.” She’d reminded
him then, in front of the manager, about the review done on his own restaurant
concerning the pepper-crusted Wagyu beef, which the reviewer, Dave Hammond,
described as—she quoted this verbatim—“having the texture and flavor you’d expect
from a truck stop Ponderosa sirloin. The difference? One’s $90.00, the other’s $9.99.”
What Jack had said, after that review, in his own defense, was that restaurants are “an
imperfect business, the attempted management of total chaos. Sometimes things go
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wrong.” She reminded him of his own words that day, as the manager stood by, and he
responded by saying, “You’re a cunt. You know that?”
She opened her eyes again, on the beach. The sun had crested over the coconut
palm and shone directly on her. Her fair skin had begun to redden on her shoulders. Yes,
she was a lot of things, she thought. She was a petty thief at fifteen of Maybelline lip and
eye products from the Plainfield drug store and, once in her life, she’d taken a shot at an
animal with a pellet gun, not considering she’d hit it, but the mourning dove spiraled out
of the tree and landed head-first beside a stone that didn’t belong there, an image she
can’t forget, nor can she comprehend the two boys’ enthusiasm as the dove fell from the
tree, the way they kicked it around between them while it still flopped, before crushing it
with the stone that was so heavy they had to straddle it together and waddle it in position,
above the bird. Now, as a woman approaching middle age, she feels, at times, suffocated
with fear at the thought of her own death, afraid that she’s missed something vital, and
maybe if she just paid more attention, spent more time meditating, or thinking, or
praying, or whatever it is you want to call it, that she’d discover what that vital thing is
and start living for real. But that’s bullshit. She knows it, and that’s the scary thing, that
the conveyor belt ferrying her to the end keeps going faster and she hasn’t gained a
foothold, not on anything, and here she is, on the precipice of forty, unsure of how to
move forward, unsure of how she’ll earn her next paycheck. At times she resents growing
older, the gentle lines forming around her eyes and mouth, the almost imperceptible
degradation of her athleticism, that, at one point soon, will begin to fall away faster and
faster until she’s no longer running at all, but laying down at night, dreaming of what it
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used to feel like, picturing her younger self running in her mind’s eye, holding on to the
image before it flickers away.
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Alt-Country

1.
I’m employed by the City of Austin, Texas—Parks Division. Monday through
Thursday I report to a windowless, fluorescently lit concrete room at seven a.m. with
twelve other men, each of us seated at an old cafeteria table pulled from a nearby high
school because of the artfully rendered etchings of pentagrams, anarchy signs, penises,
and slanderous remarks directed at, we assume, a young man once known as Snoot, who,
if we’re to believe his peers, had performed unnatural acts with a cheese dog. We drink
bad coffee from Styrofoam cups and wait for Dan, the foreman, to dole out our
assignments over the din of sports radio, a good portion of our supporting cast visibly
worse for wear thanks to the city’s colorful nightlife.
Burke and I are the low men in the pecking order, but, in my view, we have the
best job. We drive an immaculately maintained 1957 Chevy Apache with a three-ton
water tank. Dan gives us a list of parks and streets to hit—that’s how he puts it—and we
nod. After our morning meeting, we fill up the truck’s tank, drive to the assigned park,
empty the tank, drive back to the shop, fill the water tank, drive back out, empty it again,
etcetera, while listening to the radio and engaging in the fruitless analysis of Big 12 and
SEC sports, a topic I neither know well nor care much to know about, but Burke’s expert
soliloquies on matters mostly revolving around football have prompted me to wonder
aloud on many occasions why he doesn’t pursue a career in broadcasting or sports
analysis, and in the words of so many of my family and friends puzzled over my own
incomprehensible choices, Make something of yourself, as though it’s that uncomplicated.
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Completing a day’s assignment has never taken more than four or five hours; we
work a ten-hour day and no longer indulge in the ruse of looking busy or reporting the
good news back to Dan that we’ve finished ahead of schedule, a report he’s likely to take
stone-faced and ask in response, “What would you assholes like me to do with that
information?”
Burke likes to keep fit. He was a promising football player at TCU a decade ago
until he blew both knees or, rather, both knees were blown for him on a chop-block,
defending a punt return, but he’s managed to sublimate his former destructive energies—
that included routine bar fighting and a steady but unrealized practice of Brazilian JuJitsu—into Alcoholic’s Anonymous (four years), gardening, raising chickens, and
extreme physical fitness, the latter an act of gratitude on his part that his knees still work,
and work well, which he claims is a miracle and the bedrock of his zealous Christianity
and sobriety. He’s in to isometrics, cross-fit, triathlons, and he recently completed his
first competitive fifty-mile trail run, a run so daunting in length that the mileage seems
arbitrary, but no, he said, the fifty-miler is only a warm-up for the hundred-miler, coming
up next, and there’s something after that; pick a number and add it to one-hundred, I
guess. Watching him do his thing I can’t help but think how stupid he looks, lunging and
grunting against the truck as the tank spills on a Texas Ash or Cedar Oak. Nevertheless,
real or imagined, he’s found a basis for his life that provides a center, a meaning around
which all else revolves. I envy him that.
I spend a lot of time ostensibly doing nothing, letting thoughts drift, like I am
now. It’s often a pleasure in of itself—succumbing to sunlit, breezy blocks of unimpeded
time, hands behind my head, feet on the dashboard, momentarily disengaged from all
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worldly demands, free to daydream, a typically masochistic pleasure in its predictable
yield of disappointments, scraping against the edges of the mind’s limitations, wandering
the well-worn neural trails of preoccupations that, more or less, point to who we are. In
my case, my thoughts, like a quarter dropped down the chute of a vortex coin funnel,
invariably flow to the same insoluble center: What am I doing and why?
I’m single, thirty-six years old, unsure of everything, averse to the thing people
call confidence—a standard confusion for a combination of arrogance and delusion—a
desirable attribute in a mate, leader, team captain, soldier, what have you. There are only
four things I’m spectacularly confident about: my height, weight, ignorance and
mortality. This plays, I think, a major role in my inability to commit to a career or
romantic partner, opting instead for jobs like the one I’m in now, that require little to no
mental effort, and, as a result, stoke a minimum of stress, an easy lifestyle and validation
as a working man, firmly blue collar. Romantically, I aim for a minimum of guilt,
detached from the anxiety that my aimlessness and total disinterest in an orthodox family
life or accretion of assets will hinder and assuredly disappoint the intentions or dreams of
another human being who doubtless deserves better, sexual frustration aside.
This view, or mode of existence, as my sister calls it, baffles her. The other
evening, a Tuesday, she called to chime in, also her term (Hey there, just wanted to chime
in, she’ll say), and after the perfunctory chitchat over our mundane affairs, she got down
to business.
“You’re going nowhere. Doesn’t that bother you?”
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I’m unsure of where I’m supposed to be going, I said, an answer I felt okay about,
because it’s true, and it isn’t often I get the opportunity to say anything I can endorse as
fact.
“You know what I mean,” she said. “You’re just so much smarter than that.”
This was a two-pronged reference to my current employment and her ongoing
concern that I’m following in the footsteps of our late stepfather, a man whose life served
as a tutorial in how not to live, meaningfully or otherwise. “Take it from someone with a
few years on you,” she went on, comfortable in her role as the wizened, successful older
sibling. “You’ll regret your constant inertia. You act like you have time on your side.
Believe me, you don’t.”
She’s been telling me that for a long time, as I’ve worked through, in a free-style
fashion, my progressions—a term she doesn’t care for, operating under the clinician’s
view that the trajectory laid out on my resume indicates not progression so much as a
haphazard continuity of unrelated experiences (a septic document for hiring managers,
she’s warned me) without an endgame. Whereas I take the view that any lived experience
contributes vitally to the growth and ongoing formation of personhood, a pursuit without
endgame and best done for its own sake, free of expectation, “Which is wonderful,” she
said, “if you’re training to be a monk.”
Anne is forty-one, and she’s never stopped treating me like a child—her
rudderless, floundering younger brother. She’s always been meticulous and driven, the
type who, when we were kids, would break down in tears if she had to miss a day of
school, chewing her fingers into bulbous nubs over the thought of falling behind in one of
her myriad advanced placement classes. She makes a small fortune now as a VP of some
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sort for a major pharmaceutical manufacturer’s marketing division. Those absurd
commercials parodied to death on shows like SNL, couples having a carefree stroll on a
sunny afternoon as a voiceover calmly narrates some drug’s life-threatening risks—she’s
largely responsible for that. The people in side-by-side bathtubs, holding hands,
overlooking a scenic vista, blissed out over on-demand erections—that was her team, her
signature victory. Frankly, I find her job to be a sad and hideous way of earning a
living—beneath her, beneath us all—but as she also likes to remind me, “Don’t bite the
hand that feeds,” referencing a low point in my life when I needed a loan and accepted
her charity, not that she minded. In one of the deep trenches of my worst need and
hopelessness, I asked her for a two-thousand dollar loan; she gave me eight, put a check
in my hand and said, “Don’t worry about it. Just take it and get yourself situated.” Her
husband’s an executive as well, at a Fortune 500 car insurance company. Conservatively,
they make about six or seven hundred thousand between them. I can’t put my head
around that kind of money, and although it shouldn’t be, our socio-economic disparity
always feels like an elephant in the room when we get together, always at their house, of
course; I’d have nowhere to put them in the stucco box I call a home with my roommate
and band-mate, Teddy, a world-class mandolin player who makes his living as a shift
manager at our neighborhood Whole Foods.
My mother also likes to remind me, in her way, that I should be doing something
commensurate with my “sparkling intelligence.” I started reading young, before my third
birthday, and ever since then I’ve been, in her eyes, “a genius.” “That’s my boy,” she
used to say, “a damn genius,” and she’d tussle my hair. For a time I believed her, a
logical thing for a kid to do who’s told something enough by people who appear to know
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better. Test scores backed her claims, especially the almighty SAT, a test I’m convinced
reveals nothing useful about a person, although my mom still recalls the score, the exact
score (a 1550), to express her puzzlement and disappointment that I didn’t become a
famous architect (as a child I’d habitually draw specs for skate parks; at the time I had no
interest in actual structures or homes) or an engineer (her default when thinking of a
prestigious, worthwhile career). I told her that the test score was a fluke, that I was stoned
when I put pencil to paper, which is true—we’d smoked a monstrous Philly’s blunt on the
way, the over-adrenalized soundsystem of a friend’s Chevy Nova kicking Too Short
through my chest. I remember everything about that day as though it were carved into my
being—the girl’s hand deformity who sat beside me, the sweet, honey smell of her
perfume, the scraped, worn texture of my Adidas shell-toes from the relentless practice of
the 360-flip, the relief that the strain of dope we’d smoked heightened my mental
alertness to an almost God-like degree; I’ve never had so much carefree fun matching
answers to questions with a #2 pencil. We were a bunch of lost, suburban white kids
aping hip-hop culture, but the circumstances of my headspace that day only validated my
test results even more. “Think of how well you could have done if you’d studied and you
were straight. You could have had a perfect score!” Worse yet, I always was and still am
quiet, an attribute constantly misinterpreted for being lost in the grand and complex nexus
of my intricate thought processes when really I was daydreaming about ledges I could
wax and grind with my skateboard, or the various girls’ homes I’d rifle through if I could
become invisible. Now I primarily think about people, how lost we are, how interesting it
is to be alive, the different codes and scaffoldings of belief we prop ourselves up on to
feel like there’s solid ground beneath our feet. If I didn’t have to worry about money I’d
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spend most of my conscious time at a street café in a city like Paris or Madrid or Rome,
and I’d do little else but read and take breaks to watch people come and go. That would
be, if not a happy life, then a satisfying and melancholic one, a spectator of fleeting
exchanges, a life of almost complete inertia supplemented with strong coffee, an
occasional movie, and nightly, aimless wandering down the same European streets of my
ancestors. A life, in other words, that causes a minimal amount of damage.
It’s nothing to aspire to, my mom told me, still hung up on this idea that I should
be one of those fictitious power players, pulling the levers that drive the gears of global
politics and commerce—the very people whose delusional striving for influence and
success contributes more to making a mess of things than cleaning them up.
Some people, I told my mom, don’t have a clear purpose in life, and that’s okay.
There are billions of us and there will be billions more, rising up, falling down, all of it
soon forgotten. Only on the phone with my mom will I grapple with and fail to
adequately express our ineffable smallness and inconsequence in space-time, as though
the broken connection between us depends on our mutual understanding of this tired,
dead-end information.
Put a sock in your cosmic bullshit, she said. Some people are just lazy.

2.

We never had money when I was growing up, a circumstance that’s catalyzed an
ongoing, likely unending guilt for my mom, and doubtless the reason she ceaselessly
worries herself with my finances, offering to send money every now and again, a
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prospect so absurd it breaks my heart to hear her say it, although my sister more or less
subsidizes her lifestyle these days.
My mom cleaned houses. Thanks to my sister she’s retired now, her body
depleted, gaunt, arthritic. She was the hardest working woman I’ve ever known, utterly
without the ability to sit still. When she made us dinner, her hands were red and blistered
from the cleaning products she used all day, and I could imagine why, with the vigor
she’d put in to cleaning our own toilets and floors, the way she’d violently scrub pots and
pans after dinner, refusing help. Despite cleaning other peoples’ homes, our house was
never anything less than spotless—never a dish in the sink, never a laundry shortage,
never a surface without the scent of Pledge or Murphy’s Oil Soap (her favorite), never
even a weed in the brick patio behind our garage. She had zero tolerance for sloppiness.
You wouldn’t believe how other people live, she’d say if she had a bad day, usually
standing at the sink, steam puffing out of it as she peeled potatoes or carrots. She often
pointed out this family she worked for once a week; the father was the CEO of an airline
and couldn’t be bothered to flush his own toilet and the teenage daughter routinely wet
her bed and left the soiled sheets for my mom to strip and launder. Big-shot CEO, she’d
say, and look at them—pigs!
My stepfather bungled from job to job, a cycle that disappointed my mom and, as
a result, trapped him in a bubble of vulnerability and emasculation in which he felt
terminally undermined, not that he should have, although in his mind it was the world’s
indictment against his potential as an arbiter for good. “I don’t understand it, Maud,” I
heard him say to my mom as they bickered about our unacceptable state of affairs. I was
in bed but I could hear their nightly discussions in the living room clearly. “We have so
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much to give. We’re hard-working people. Talented people. It’s not like we’re morons, or
we don’t try.”
In retrospect I can understand more fully his obsessive fixation with imparting the
importance of work in a man’s life to me, given how meaningful work always eluded and
plagued him, cut him down, contributed substantially to his profound and chronic
depression, a condition he was finally diagnosed with and medicated for at the tail end of
his life. A man has to work, he’d say, his hand on my shoulder as the other handed me a
tattered rake. I don’t want to see one leaf. He’d do the same with dog poop, checking the
yard after I’d finished, reporting back more often than not with the bad news that he’d
found one, and no, he wouldn’t tell me where to find it. It’s your job to do it right the first
time. I remember shining a flashlight on the ground after the sun had set—I must have
been nine or ten—unable to find this phantom dog shit as everybody ate inside, and even
then I remember thinking, when I saw him move from the kitchen table to the sink with
his dishes, his frizzy horseshoe hair blown out, that there was supposed to be some point
to all this, some lesson about the value of doing things properly that corresponded with a
better, somehow elevated lifestyle, and the anger I initially felt when he handed me the
flashlight cooled into something like my first intimation of the sorrow at the heart of most
lives, his being no or not much different than the next guy’s; it stuck with me when I
went to bed, my mind on him, unable to reconcile the idea that maybe he had no idea
what he was doing after all—that he would continue to try and fail, and that would be his
story.
My sister and I couldn’t keep up with what he did nor decipher any pattern, and
we tacitly understood not to ask too much about it. One month he was a bingo supply
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salesman, the next he’s substitute teaching, the next he’s working the materials checkout
at the public library, the next he’s a security guard at the grocery store. He died at fiftysix of a heart attack, making nine dollars an hour as an “independent contractor” for an ad
company, meaning he was paid to harass people at mall food courts about product
surveys. “Excuse me, but do you drink beer? Oh, you do? Do you have a minute to fill
out this survey?”

3.

I got my first real paycheck when I was twelve, for thirteen dollars and nine cents.
I had a job delivering a local paper once a week on Saturday mornings—not really a
paper so much as a bundle of ads and junk. Someone I never saw would drop the bundles
on my front porch, a list of addresses tucked under the nylon straps. The first day of
delivery went well. The next week I was greeted by a number of agitated customers
who’d gone out of their way to stand at the end of their driveways and wait for me. An
exposed old man wearing an open robe and holding a coffee mug said, “I told these
assholes I don’t want this shit anymore. Take my house off your list.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, strained with the effort of holding back my laughter.
By week three it became clear that delivering the papers would create more
headaches than it would alleviate. I put the bundles in a garbage bag and met a friend in
the woods behind his duplex. He brought a barbecue lighter and a mason jar filled with
gas. We did this for a year. No one ever complained about a bungled delivery. When the
time came, I phoned in my resignation and was thanked for the courtesy.
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Since delivering papers I’ve worked something like seventy jobs. I tried to list
them chronologically the other night but I was unable to account for almost twenty of
them.
The ones that stand out invariably do because of the way they’d put me in
opposition to my better self, this latent but real person I some times feel is on the edge of
emerging and straightening things out—the person, ideally, I’m meant to be. The person
we’re all meant to be. I’m aware of this version of myself solely through my relation to
his opposite.
Working against this ideal often manifests as physical sickness—panic attacks,
tightness in the chest, accelerated heartbeat, dried mouth, confusion, nausea. I once
became faint working as a telemarketer, or not exactly working as one, but sitting in the
parking lot before work, unable to enter the building, panicked about who I was, what I
was doing, what kind of a world I was choosing to live in, to create. It’s not that I wasn’t
doing any good—I was part of the problem. I couldn’t enter the building. I walked
toward it and staggered, my legs shaky, and became so light-headed I had to sit on the
curb while my vision cut out. I had similar episodes as a bartender, retail clerk, ad
salesman, construction laborer, landscaper—but when I worked as a medical equipment
salesman, although “medical equipment sales” was a bit misleading, these episodes
reached their apotheosis: full blackout. The job basically entailed selling bedpans, lowgrade wheelchairs, walkers, equipment to control bedbug infestations (portable heating
units that bake the bugs), and rubber sheets.
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Before signing on to medical sales I worked the desk at the YMCA, a job that
never was financially tenable, and at the time I was newly married and frequently
apologetic about my lack of earning power.
The YMCA paid eleven dollars an hour and gave me full access to the facilities, a
perk I never took advantage of. I sat behind a high, circular counter, where the guests
would check in and I’d field questions or provide assistance.
People were always bitching about the cleanliness of the place and our towel
shortage, or the fact that the towels smelled like body odor, even after being laundered. “I
pay good money for my membership here,” a man told me. “I’m tired of getting no towel
or a rag that some prick on financial assistance wiped his ass with. I’m a full-paying
member goddammit. I want a fucking towel when I get here. A clean one. I’m through
propping up these other deadbeats.”
I told him I’d notify management as soon as possible and get it handled.
“Like fuck you will,” he said.
He withdrew his membership on my shift, meaning I had to sit the following day
with a sales executive and explain why I couldn’t save it, part of my job description as a
floor associate.
Bad things often happened.
A man who came by a couple times a week to play racquetball supposedly had his
wallet stolen from his locker. He slammed his fists on my desk, screaming about our
“nigger help” in front of an African American family on their way out from our daycare
center.
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An old man who’d become disoriented after spending too much time in the steam
room wandered naked into the lobby, dumped the coffee station over and got on his
hands and knees, spreading the steaming coffee and shards of glass around with his bare,
bloodied hands.
We had a large number of senior members who used the facility as the hub of
their social activity, mostly drifting around the locker room to steam, talk sports and
watch the news networks. Not an insignificant number of them died in the building
during my shifts—six fatalities, in fact. When I phoned the last death in—there was no
doubt the guy was dead and beyond resuscitation, so it didn’t feel like an emergency—I
recognized the dispatcher’s voice, and she mine, and I said, “Hey, remember me from the
YMCA? We’ve got another one for you,” and she said, “Jesus Christ. What’s going on
over there?”
I told these stories at family dinners—always my wife’s family because mine
were out of state—usually during the holidays, all of us crammed around foldout tables,
our lips tinted purple from cheap cabernet. They found these stories amusing, but
underneath the joviality was an unspoken sadness stemming from my perpetual
underachievement and aimlessness, a reasonably intelligent guy unable to forge a
respectable living—and they worried for my wife, whose artistic talents were wasted in
her own rotating carousel of menial jobs, compliments of my well-intentioned ineptitude.
It was a huge Irish Catholic family, very close. Few of them went to college, yet,
generally, they did pretty well, mainly in the trades. They couldn’t understand the
correspondence between my fancy college degree and all these debasing, non-lucrative
jobs that led nowhere.

	
  

74	
  

	
  
At a Thanksgiving get-together one of my wife’s eight uncles on her mother’s
side said, “A friend of mine’s looking for people. It’s sales. You’d probably be good at it,
with the way you can talk to people.”
The friend—the guy who interviewed me—expressed trepidation over my degree
in religious studies.
“I just don’t understand why you’re here,” he said.
“I’m here because I need a job. You talked to Gary, right?”
He inspected my resume.
“Don’t want to be a priest anymore, huh?”
I didn’t correct him.

“I can respect that,” he went on. “I’m not religious myself. Here’s the thing. A
total idiot can clear a grand a week in this game. You seem bright enough. The question
is, are you hungry?”
I had no choice but to tell him exactly what he wanted to hear. More, I’m
hypoglycemic, so I’m often weak and disoriented with hunger. I looked him level in the
eyes and said, “Yes,” meaning it in its literal sense, not in the way he was after, but I felt
that was the best way to appear believable, like an actor’s trick, summoning some
intense, personal pain in a scene that requires tears.
“Yes!” he said. He slapped his open palms on the table so hard that I flinched.
“Say it like you mean it! Yes!”
I shouted at him, directly in his face. “Yes!”
“That’s it! Again!”
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“Yes!”
He stood so quickly it was as though he’d been blown out of his chair by an
electrical charge, so I did the same.
“Gary speaks highly of you,” he said. “You didn’t hear it from me, but I always
thought he was a retard. And how he wound up with Sherri, well, that son of a bitch.
Anyway, welcome aboard!”

4.

I remember applying to colleges when I was seventeen, sitting with a guidance
counselor and reviewing options in the usual passive state of acceptance that I lived in.
Things happened, I watched. A stone set into a riverbed as water rushed over, gradually
changing it. Nothing about a complete stranger coursing out my future felt at all offkilter. She could have told me to do anything. A line of classmates was queued up outside
her office, also awaiting instruction.
My grades were never great, but they were good enough that—combined with my
SAT score—the guidance counselor felt confident I had a fair shot at full-funding to most
state schools. She had packets that all looked identical laid out on her desk. The covers
showed attractive people with LL Bean backpacks, ethnically diverse clusters of four or
five well-adjusted students traversing leafy quads. A white girl with auburn hair laughing
at something a young black man just said, a young Asian man off to the side with his
hands raised as if admitting to some humorous gaffe, all of it, I suppose, intended to give
a snapshot of carefree intimacy between friends, elevated to feverish perfection with the
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added bonus of exquisitely honed cross-cultural pollination. I could already see myself
stewing in a foul-smelling dorm room, zoned out and dreading something I couldn’t
name.
“Ultimately,” she said, “the college you choose should excel in the arena of your
interest.” She leveled her gaze at me and put her palms on the desk. “So, what would you
like to study?”
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Don’t worry,” she said encouragingly. “You’ll find your way as you go along.”
She reviewed my file, noted that I’d made an impression on the psychology
teacher who also coached the wrestling team, a sport I’d lettered in each of my four years.
“Mr. Philips told me you’ve done exceptionally well in his class. Are you
interested in psychology?”
“Yes,” I said, and meant it. I didn’t have the self-awareness to understand what
compelled or turned me off. Psychology was a class I sometimes looked forward to, for
the way the information announced its own uncertainty, an uncertainty that called
attention to the basic, unspeakable mystery of existence and our utter lack of
understanding about who or what we even are. Mr. Phillips would often preface some
comment about a particular region of the brain and its perceived function by saying,
“We’re not entirely sure but believe,” and etcetera.
That summed up the extent of my interest. To devote one’s life to it? I wasn’t sure
what that meant.
“There’s a start,” she said. She shuffled some papers together before closing them
in a manila folder, a symbolic gesture that seemed to button everything up.
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She recommended that I apply to a school noted for its psychology department.
With her assistance I prepped the materials, wrote an entrance essay under the umbrella
of “overcoming adversity” by way of a cracked femur I sustained in a skateboarding
accident. I skated well enough to get a sponsorship from a local skate shop but not well
enough to consider going pro. We’d sniffed something the day of the accident. Ritalin, I
think, and I thought I could clear two sets of stairs at the Federal Building. I remember
the wonderful feeling of flying through mid-air as businessmen and women smoked
cigarettes and hung out on their lunch break, and the desire I had to impress them, but
when I hit the ground my skateboard exploded into splinters and I cracked my head on
the sidewalk, and that was that. I came to in a hospital, my leg shattered and luckily, only
a routine concussion.
After I’d recovered I had my best season on the wrestling team, placing sixth in
the state tournament. This was the clear, unambiguous triumph over adversity the essay
hinged on. It must have impressed the admissions board. I was accepted with a full
scholarship—a partial academic and athletic combination that covered all tuition, room
and board. My stepfather was so pleased with this news that he bought a case of beer for
us—this was a man who didn’t drink, or hardly ever—and, on the back patio, after we’d
had a few, he slapped me on the back and congratulated me for finally becoming a man.
He was so excited in the kitchen after dinner that, after a couple more beers, he got lost in
what he was saying, had tears in his eyes and fell off his chair. My mom screamed at him
and called him an embarrassment. His chair had shot across the kitchen. He sat on the
floor, laughing. “Look at you!” my mom said. “Look at yourself!”
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At the end of the first semester I was put on academic probation. Again, I sat with
a guidance counselor to review options. She didn’t look much older than me, yet I could
sense a chasm separating our intellectual and emotional developments that
simultaneously put me at ease in her company while signaling an alarm in my head that
I’d better get things turned around, fast. Her eagerness to help and interest in my
wellbeing were genuine. Her office was immaculately clean and she had framed Frank
O’Hara passages behind her desk, a poet I hadn’t heard of at the time. She sat up straight
and often tugged the lapels of her blazer taut and twirled the ribbon she’d fixed around
the collar of her blouse with the whitest hands I’d ever seen, offset by crimson nail polish
that almost matched her hair. I was intensely attracted to her and almost unable to make
eye contact.
“If you think taking a semester off might help, I recommend it,” she said. “See
how it goes, make some money, travel if you can. Come back reinvigorated. It works for
a lot of people.”
“Travel,” I said. The thought hadn’t occurred to me, nor had the idea of a world
beyond the Midwest.
She leaned forward and spoke like she was giving me secret, taboo information.
“After my sophomore year I felt probably a lot like you do now, a little uncertain
of things, of my place in the world. Is that how you feel?”
“Yes,” I said. “Very uncertain.”
“I can tell. It’s okay. You’re young. I took what’s called a gap year. I was lucky. I
had some relatives in Berlin. I stayed with them for about nine months, travelled around
Europe a bit, spent a lot of time in museums, sight-seeing, meeting people, learning the
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language. It was one of the best decisions I ever made. Look, you’re obviously bright.
You need to nurture that, take in as much as you can, wherever that may be.”
I’d entered her office feeling deflated, dangerously close to losing my funding,
hung-over from a house party the night before. Forget all that, I thought. I’ll see the
world, learn how to surf along the beaches of Ipanema, wait tables, do whatever to
survive, come back transformed and get back to business. I left her office reinvigorated
with all the possibilities unspooling before me.
Travel. I’d never left the country, never even seen the west coast, but I had no
money. I picked up a MasterCard from one of those irritating students on campus who
offer a free t-shirt if you sign up. The credit card was good for five hundred dollars. I
took two friends out for dinner to an expensive Italian restaurant where we were seated at
the worst table, out of view. We attempted to order wine and were shut down. Afterward
we went to a few bars, met some girls and tried to lure them back to a hotel room that I
booked, but they ditched us, so we wound up in this ridiculous suite with a king-size bed,
Jacuzzi, and a case of cheap beer, watching soft-core pornography. That took care of the
credit card.
For two weeks I had no money so I’d go to a Dairy Mart each morning and put
eggs in my pocket and eat venison burgers at night from a stock of meat that a friend of a
friend shot. I found a job inscribing gravestones at a local stone shop. The owner gave me
fourteen dollars an hour, which seemed like a lot of money.
I rented a room in a house with six other people. I’d leave for work at seven a.m.
as everyone slept off the night before, the living room coffee table decorated with
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pyramids of beer cans and scattered ashes, someone I didn’t know on the couch digging
blackened, cheese-smelling socks into the cushions.
“Weren’t you fired from that job?” my wife said one night. We were talking about
our work experiences, passing the time as we crushed garlic and chopped onions and
parsley for a meatloaf she was making.
“That’s the only time I’ve ever been canned.”
She didn’t believe it. I had to reconsider. “It’s possible I have no idea what I’m
talking about.”
“You have a terrible memory,” she said. “Hurry up with that garlic.”

5.

Rick, a man whose signature feature was one of the most bizarre goatees I’d ever
seen—dyed black and meticulously stylized in the archetypal fashion associated with
cartoon drawings of Lucifer—fired me the day after the Columbine school shooting,
ostensibly for punching in one minute late. The time card, irrefutable, read 7:31, although
my presence on the grounds before that time should have been known for several reasons,
the least of which being my car, a loud abomination on wheels, amplified by the muffler
I’d torn off with a pair of ratty gym shorts wrapped around my hand the day before on the
shoulder of Route 43. The day I was canned I’d rumbled in to my usual parking space in
front of the store, hung my coat in the workshop, used the bathroom in a state of semiemergency thanks to a late, vice-filled night addled en route by a pot of low-grade
coffee—all before clocking in. I said hello to Rick’s wife—a wan, shell of a woman who
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never offered a greeting in return—and did an abrupt about-face to exit through the back
door, to my work station in the separate structure on the ground’s back lot.
Maybe half an hour passed, enough time for me to make considerable progress on
my first gravestone. I heard the door slam and Rick’s heavy, purposeful steps until his
work boot scraped the floor behind my stool, followed by not so much a tap as a twofingered poke into the soft spot below my shoulder blade, a gesture that more than
intimated his intent and startled the hell out of me.
“Hold on,” I said, and with my X-acto blade I finished carving out a letter of the
deceased’s surname from a rubber template glued over the marble; once the template was
finished I’d load the stone on a cart and wheel it into a room with an automated, handsfree sandblaster. On a good day I could crank out ten, maybe twelve stones, from raw
material to finished product. People assumed I was a bona fide tradesman, a talented
stone-smith, if that’s even what it’s called, a point I never bothered correcting. The job
required no skill whatsoever.
“Turn around Goddammit,” he said.
I obeyed, faced him, and flinched when he thrust my time card at my face.
“See that?”
His face was so close I could analyze the individual, blackened pores on his nose
and cheeks His closeness pronounced the disparity of our statures; his head was twice the
size of mine and smelled like cheap cologne. Rick was a behemoth, about six-four, thick,
probably mid-fifties. He looked like he could wrap his arms around an oak tree and tear it
from the ground.
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I didn’t understand what he was driving at and I may have smiled at him, a reflex
of mine when I don’t know what to do or misunderstand something. I thought he was
going to hit me.
“Is this funny?” he said.
“No,” I said.
“What’s your time card say?”
I squinted and hesitated, as though my feigned inability to comply with such a
basic request might stir some empathetic nerve and deescalate the situation’s sudden
intensity.
“Seven thirty-one,” I said.
“Seven thirty-one!” He jabbed at the time stamp. “How fucking hard is it to punch
in on time? When I tell you to punch in at seven thirty, I mean seven-fucking-thirty. Not
seven thirty-one. Not seven thirty-two!”
“Okay,” I said.
“It’s not goddamn okay!”
I started to explain that I had, in fact, arrived closer to seven twenty.
“I don’t want to hear your bullshit. The bottom line is that I can’t rely on you.
You understand? It peeves the shit out of me, this constant punching in late. Now get
your shit and get out.”
He pointed at the door.
I made eye contact with my co-worker Marcus, a functional crack-head, more
functional than me in spite, or perhaps because of his frequent trips to smoke in the cab of
the flatbed we used for stone deliveries, excursions that heightened his focus and

	
  

83	
  

	
  
productivity, at least temporarily. If he was anything, he was always early. He’d worked
there a long time, ten years I think. He pulled his lips back, a look that said, “Oh shit,
you’ve done it now,” and returned to his stone, waiting for the situation to defuse.
Marcus apologized to me later, told me he’d enjoyed working with me as I sat on
a bench a couple blocks from the shop. I was reading the front-page story about
Columbine, completely stunned. I’d never heard of anything like that, or really, at that
age, about eighteen, fully apprehended the idea of such senseless evil. I don’t know why,
but the fact that they wore black trench coats really bothered me.
“Fuck Rick,” I said. “He’s an asshole. Have you seen this?”
I showed Marcus the paper.
“Jesus,” he said. “I don’t know what to think about that.”
He asked if I’d loan him a dollar for a cup of coffee. I gave it to him and he
walked away, whistling.
“What a maniac,” my wife said. She was talking about Rick as she scooped
mashed potatoes onto my plate.
Because of my hypoglycemia my wife had gained weight, and although she was
in no way fat she’d been told by a physician at the Free Clinic that her BMI had reached a
level requiring intervention, a fraught process due to my nonstop hunger that, at best,
could only be temporarily sated with high-carb, high-protein, high-fat comfort foods that
she more often than not—for my sake only—prepared, indulged in (I can’t eat healthy if
you don’t! she’d say), and not so quietly resented me for.
She had her own problems with work.
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She worked at a juice bar three, sometimes four days a week and taught yoga
upwards of two nights a week and occasionally did freelance organizational work,
transforming the landfills that people of means called homes into livable, ordered spaces.
But more importantly she plugged the gaps by spending time with her mother who’d two
years earlier begun showing symptoms of Huntington’s disease. In her mother’s case the
disease progressed more aggressively than normal. Once a physically graceful woman, a
competitive tennis player in her youth, her motor functions had—as the disease’s known
trajectory charts—become unpredictable and chaotic. There’s no possible positive
outcome for people with this genetic mutation, and the fear is that a tumble of some sort
will cause premature death, as it often does, so she needed someone around, despite her
resistance to the idea. Our access to other forms of assistance were pretty much shot,
other than myself and my wife’s brother, a convicted felon for intent to distribute
methamphetamines—and, at the time, recently out of the can—but otherwise a good guy,
albeit unreliable and dealing with the ongoing struggle of addiction, not to
methamphetamines but to alcohol, prescription painkillers and online poker.
The unprecedentedly cold winter didn’t help, eliminating the possibility of any
non-imperative trips outside, and I was a crummy medical equipment salesman so the last
of our frivolous expenditures, the gym, had to be cut, meaning we were more or less
penned inside after work, suddenly without the luxury of indoor exercise.
We ate a ketchup-glazed meatloaf with garlic mashed potatoes and green beans
sautéed in butter and almonds.
All day I’d driven on flat, icy roads hedged in by banks of blackened snow, my
destinations being two assisted care communities beleaguered by claims of abuse and
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theft. I was whipped and crazed with hunger, my head buzzing with static and my
abdomen an empty cavity that seemed to want to consume itself with its own digestive
fluids. At the dinner table my wife wore a naked expression of concern, the blank stare of
a woman who’d had a fair amount of time to reconcile, however incompletely, a terminal
diagnosis, a simultaneity of resignation and devastation. On the bright side, one of her
mother’s friends was in town for the week to help with her care. After dinner we could
relax, without obligation, although that’s not exactly true, because when everything’s out
of whack there is no relaxation, only a discontent that drives the mind to stew over the
insoluble. The nights felt long and we often fantasized about where we’d go if we found
five grand in a pile of slush.
“Do you know what your check will be on Friday?”
I sprayed more ketchup on my plate, hoping to offset the financial tension with
the customary wet fart of the squeeze bottle, but she held steady, waiting for a number
that would, with exactitude, define our struggle.
But to her question, I didn’t know what my check would be—only that it
wouldn’t be enough. My income was commission-based. I tried to summon my sales over
the past few weeks. What I could remember: I’d sold thirty plastic bedpans to a
retirement community and three low-grade wheelchairs to an Old Country Buffet off an
exit also featuring a Waffle House and a superstore specializing in hydroponic growing
equipment, a store I’d cold-called in a floundering act of desperation. I gave the ponytailed manager my card, said “If you know anyone that needs anything, you know where
to find me.” On my way out I saw him flip the card in the trash.
“It’s been a grim month,” I said. “Post-Christmas, I guess.”
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“How much? A number.”
“I’m not sure exactly.”
She consulted the notepad beside her napkin.
“On Tuesday my student loan comes out, your student loan comes out, the phone
on Friday and I just got the water bill.”
She checked things off with a pen and sat up straight. Had it not been for her
compulsory orderliness my life would have disintegrated. I often daydreamed of
providing properly for her, of never seeing that notepad in her hand again, of knowing
what it feels like, just once, that she’s at ease, secure in my bedrock ability to be counted
on.
“The water bill,” I said.
“Just when you think you’re getting somewhere—the water bill.” She strained a
defeated laugh. “Oh well. They’ll get it when they get it.” She marked something down
as I finished my last bite.
“I hate when you scrape the fork with your teeth,” she said. “Use your lips,
otherwise you’ll ruin the enamel.”
I pushed the plate aside, covered it with a napkin. “Dinner was fabulous.”
In a matter of moments I’d be overwhelmed with a feeling of nausea and
exhaustion, at which point I’d have to lay down and spend twenty to thirty minutes prone,
in digestive mode.
“What are we going to do?” she said. She put the butt of the pen in her mouth and
fixed her attention on the notepad.

	
  

87	
  

	
  
We listened to the wind push in strong gusts around our awful, cube-like house
that we’d naively bought for the sole purpose of fixing up and turning around for
something of a profit, unaware that the challenges in ridding ourselves of it would be one
of the chief elements of our marital breakdown. Of course we didn’t know it, but the
housing crash was on its way and we were in Cleveland, one of the hardest-hit cities. Our
particular neighborhood fared worst, an area of about four square miles with one of the
highest foreclosure rates in the country and a public school system in the sewer.
“I’ll find something better soon. I promise you.”
I rose, stacked her plate on mine and gathered the napkins and water glasses. I
started to speak without thinking and regretted it before I’d finished, but I wanted to
make sense of a strange occurrence earlier in the day involving a blackout while I drove
on Route 303. I’d somehow climbed over a tall bank of snow; I was looking across a
white field, the snow halfway up my shins, my car maybe thirty yards off, caked in road
salt, still idling. I had no memory of pulling over, of getting out of the car and leaving it.
This had happened once before about two weeks earlier, but on that occasion I’d kept it
to myself. A nauseous, panicky feeling preceded the previous incident, and focused
pressure at the base of my sternum as though someone with strong thumbs pressed them
there. I came-to in the alien terrain of a Mattress Factory parking lot, both hands gripping
the wheel, the car in neutral and the emergency brake engaged. I’d missed the exit I was
supposed to take, took a different one, drove into a busy shopping plaza complicated by
the nonstop rush hour of a Wal-Mart Super Store. It was one of the few times in my life
I’ve been scared from a complete lack of control. A Ford F-150 honked and forced me
back to reality, its driver, by appearances, on the edge of road rage.
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“Don’t tell me that!” She stood and put her arms around me. “You need to quit
that job. You’re stressed. We’re stressed, and it manifests itself in so many awful ways.”
“I can’t just quit. I have to find something else first.”
“Just bite the bullet and take your bartending job back. At least that way you can
have the days to look for work. God, you made more money then—dependable money.”
By that time most of our friends had succumbed to awful careers the way a frog
succumbs to death in a pan of gradually heated water. How many nights had we talked
about just that, sitting side by side, encouraging one another not to settle?
Later that evening my wife sifted through magazines, wrote in her journal, talked
to her sister. After digesting I searched job postings. I sent resumes for positions I didn’t
want and had no chance of getting, the qualifications and educational requirements
always clearly delineated in bullets. I toiled over cover letters stacked top-to-bottom with
corporate jargon and mumbo jumbo, things like “effectively mobilizing corecompetencies in team settings to expedite deliverables for optimal ROI.” We needed
health insurance. My wife had an eighty thousand dollar student loan debt for a BFA in
Fibers; I had substantial but less debt for a BA in religious studies, an educational
background that did little more than serve as a point of concern for potential employers. I
had to make a career move, begin the process of building whatever it was that I needed to
become.
I applied for writing positions with corporations that sounded like sinister
pharmaceuticals, jobs to write marketing materials, to coordinate industry publications, to
generate content for monthly newsletters or manage corporate blogs. I interviewed and
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was turned down for a job copy-editing a village newspaper for twenty-two thousand
dollars a year and no benefits.
“I found something,” my wife said. She was sitting in a yogic position that would
torture an uninitiated, her face glowing from her laptop beside our non-operable fireplace.
“Ooh, this is perfect for you. I’m emailing you the link now.”

6.

Seven interviews and four months later, I got the job.
The new office was a ten by sixteen former vintage clothing boutique with creaky
wood floors and high ceilings. Two days a week the executive director and chief
fundraiser, Audrey, would stop by to see how things were going and hold impromptu
brainstorming sessions on how to drive more traffic to the Web site, a site dedicated to
educating visitors on pressing environmental issues and methods to take action for “a
sustainable planet.”
Nikki was Audrey’s assistant, usually tasked with outreach to various
environmental organizations or researching ways to “leverage our presence via social
media,” in addition to more mundane chores like creating spreadsheets and coordinating
Audrey’s various meetings and travel plans. I ran the site itself, curating news, writing
stories, headlines, copy-editing and proofing, finding and formatting photos. We were
two years in. According to our goals, at the two-year mark we planned on a staff of ten
and a much larger office, the specs of which had been drawn out, involving the
demolition of a few walls to integrate the vacant art gallery next door, but our funding
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dried up. At our respective one-year reviews, Nikki and I were notified that our pay
would be cut effective immediately—exactly when we’d both expected and counted on a
raise, however insignificant, and upgraded titles—and again, at two years, we took
another pay cut and resigned ourselves to the idea that we were aboard a sinking ship.
Considering our lack of resources and manpower, the site performed well,
showing steady gains in visitors and occasionally garnering a mention and link from
more established Web sites, the equivalent of gold in terms of Google rankings—and a
strategy I’d pushed as our “SEO expert,” a designation I’d gained by skimming articles
and parroting their salient points in weekly meetings. Nevertheless, our traffic wasn’t
substantial enough to generate interest in the big donors Audrey solicited. Meanwhile, the
small grants that had sustained us expired.
Audrey usually worked from home, although the nature of her work, like the
fruits it was supposed to yield, remained elusive. We’d just lost a major source of funding
that we’d counted on to stay afloat. For the first time we were looking down the barrel of
total insolvency, and I’d made peace with it, figuring I could go on unemployment, buy
some time for the next thing, although I had no idea what that might be. Nikki was
terrified, a forty-two year old single woman inundated with deferred student loans from
an expensive film school, compounded by a Master’s she’d recently taken in
Environmental Studies in the hope of advancing her career. Losing her job likely meant
losing her house. She could barely hang on as it was. Her Toyota Corolla was
disintegrating. She ate carrots and hummus every day and drank unbelievable amounts of
water from a Nalgene bottle as a nervous tic, like a troubled drunk swigging from a flask.
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We’d tried to keep the mood light, comparing our finances, finding comfort in the
idea that suffering and struggle, as long as other people exist, is always a shared
endeavor.
Audrey burst through the door unexpectedly one day with an unpeeled banana in
her mouth, her phone wedged between her shoulder and ear and her MacBook tucked
under her arm.
“Yeah yeah yeah,” she said into her phone. “Got it, gotta go.”
Nikki and I looked at one another, our tranquil morning disrupted. Once Audrey
entrenched herself at the conference table, about three feet off the corner of my desk, she
was there to stay, making sustained concentration impossible and eliminating the relaxed
vibe we shared. Her phone never stopped making noise, she verbalized all her thoughts
and incessantly chewed on trail mix or pita chips with her mouth open. She bathed
irregularly, citing unsustainable water usage accompanied by some fabricated number of
gallons saved if the North American population reduced their showers to no more than
two minutes per day, which fed in to an obsession with Matt Damon because of his
affiliation with a water conservation organization. One day she gave me the directive,
“Do whatever it takes to get Matt Damon to Tweet us. He’s got a gazillion followers.”
I wrote ‘Matt Damon’ on a post-it, attached it to my monitor and forgot about it.
Audrey dropped her computer on the conference table and flipped it open. She
didn’t say hello to either of us.
“I’ve got it,” she said. “I was in bed last night and bam! I had an epiphany. Both
of you, come here.”

	
  

92	
  

	
  
We obeyed and huddled around her. Her head smelled like my old locker when I
was a wrestler, the dankness and must of unwashed shorts and socks suddenly released
upon opening it.
“We need to start focusing on getting stories to go viral,” she said.
She toggled between popular Web sites that drew millions of visitors a month.
“I was thinking about this last night and then it was like, aha! See this?”
She pointed to an image that didn’t correspond in any way with our work. If it had
been anyone else I would have called the bluff. “It compels visitors to click, to stay on
the site. We need to work on our… What do you call it? Bounce rate! Right now it’s
totally unacceptable.”
Nikki was legally blind. She adjusted her glasses and leaned down, squinting at
the screen.
“We can’t compete with a karaoke-singing cat,” Nikki said. “It doesn’t make any
sense.”
I assessed the frozen image of a cat wearing a paper sailor’s hat strapped to its
head; someone held a microphone to its open mouth. The headline read: The Twelve Most
Adorable Singing Pets.
“That’s not what I’m saying. What I’m saying is, there’s a way to get people to
click. We need to put a different spin on things.”
“You can’t spin an oil spill,” I said. “You can’t spin wildfires, melting ice caps,
nuclear meltdowns. This isn’t Buzzfeed, it’s the end of the world. The deep-green base,
remember?”
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“Yeah, but people don’t want to be clubbed over the head with bad news, you
know? People don’t want to see pictures of billowing smokestacks or dead wolves
leading off the home page. I’m thinking we should have at least two pieces a day that
focus on something positive. Some feel-good stuff, to get clicks. Then at least we’re
getting people to the site and they can see what we’re all about. Okay, see, look at this.”
Nikki and I looked over her shoulder at a Lifestyle site with a picture of an A-list
celebrity in some sort of meditative, yogic pose. The article was “Eight Ways to Boost
Mental Clarity…and Your Sex Drive.”
“Jesus,” I said.
“People like lists,” Audrey said. “You know? Like, for example, here’s a couple
off the top of my head: ‘Five Things for a Greener Lifestyle,’ or ’The Top Ten Healthiest
Foods.’ Right?”
She turned and made eye contact with me for the first time, awaiting input. I had
nothing to offer. In that moment—that very instant—I knew we were finished.
“Get started on that,” Audrey said.
“On what?” I said.
“On those two lists.”
“We’re not a lifestyle site. I thought we made that clear.”
“We’re evolving.”
“Into what?”
“Just do it. Go on, go.”
She waved me away and refocused on her computer. I turned and made the pace
and a half trip to my desk.
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The thermometer I kept beside my computer read ninety-three; I wiped my face
and armpits with a dishcloth I’d brought from home. I kept a bundle in my backpack that
I’d stolen a couple years earlier from the YMCA. Although we had air conditioning, we
didn’t use it. Gratuitous power usage flew in the face of our mission. Somewhere, a
smokestack spewed the toxic aftermath of burning coal.
Audrey and Nikki finished the meeting as I plagiarized ideas for a ‘greener
lifestyle’ list from three other environmentally oriented sites, mixing them up and adding
one idea of my own. For all I could tell, this was the tactic that kept most sites in
business, a constant recycling of old material, slightly transformed to make it appear new.
“Listen up guys,” Audrey said, standing at the threshold with her laptop tucked
under her arm. “Get five-thousand visitors to the site in one day and I’ll take you both out
to dinner.”
Nikki and I nodded.
The shelf-like front windowsill caught her attention. “Can someone wipe up all
these flies? We can’t have people walking by the office seeing that. It doesn’t look
professional.”
Her phone burst into a bongo beat. She put it to her ear, yelled “Yeah yeah I’m
here,” and hurried to her car.
“Just what I want to do,” Nikki said. “Spend an evening with her after work.
What kind of incentive is that? We’d have to listen to her chewing while she shouts at us
about how brilliant her kids are. And we’d have to go somewhere vegan, so that’s out.”
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“The Gulf has just been transmogrified into a tar pit and I’m assembling a piece
about bringing your own bags to the grocery store and not flushing the toilet unless
you’ve taken a dump.”
“Is she out of her mind? Buzzfeed? Get real!”
“The conference table is covered in crumbs,” I said. “Guess who’ll clean it up?”
“Not her.”
She fanned herself with a paper plate.
“I’m melting,” Nikki said. “Fuck her, I’m turning on the air.”
She slammed the door shut and cackled while she adjusted the thermostat.
“How’s sixty-six sound?”
The HVAC system cranked and boomed. Nikki squatted over a floor vent and
moaned with relief as the first streams of cold air pushed through.

7.

Two years later my mother-in-law was dead from a fall down her basement stairs.
My wife divorced me and I found work as a dog walker.
The job provoked extreme states of mind, vacillations between the joys of being
unencumbered, not at a desk, engaged with the physical world, and being an out and out
failure, a grown man begging a Labradoodle to shit so I could move on to the next walk.
The job was supposed to be a temporary fix, a way to make enough money to
survive and figure out the next move. Two years went by without epiphany. Friends were
settled into careers, owned homes, had wives and children, took vacations. Nevermind
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that they were all miserable. At least they didn’t suffer anxiety attacks in the checkout
line with five-for-five frozen burritos. “Swipe it again,” I’d say. “Denied,” the cashier
would say. And then I’d say, “Okay then, have a nice day,” and leave empty-handed.
Humiliating! Sure, money doesn’t solve everything, but it almost does, and if you have
no money, money actually does solve everything. I couldn’t afford to meet these friends
at happy hour and became so embarrassed that I receded from the picture entirely, often
citing “how busy” I was. I hesitated outside an Army recruitment office thinking I could
get in an officer’s training program, make decent money, get stationed somewhere like
Hawaii. Maybe it wouldn’t be that bad. I lived in a decaying three-hundred and ninetyfive dollar a month studio apartment, a cell where I achieved little more than meditating
on a confusing state of personal and professional torpor. A neighbor, this old hippie
woman who did Tarot readings, gave me some dope because she said I seemed all wound
up. I smoked it by myself from a handcrafted tin-foil pipe after a dinner of two peanut
butter and banana sandwiches and became so intensely focused on being broke and
hopeless, the idea of ever being happy and functional so elusive that for the only time in
my life I started thinking through the pros and cons of suicide with a pen and paper.
I still have the paper. Completely shit-faced on this weed that I’d convinced
myself in a paranoid frenzy had been laced with angel dust or formaldehyde, I hunched
over my coffee table—my body vibrating so badly that my knees were knocking into
each other—and wrote:
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Cons: The act itself. The possibility of consciousness reforming. It sprang from nowhere.
Here we are. Knowing my luck it will keep happening. This is pretty much the idea of
hell. Birth, death, rebirth, death, rebirth, etcetera. Going Nowhere!!!

Pros: Returning to eternity, where we’re going anyway. It can’t be that bad if it’s what
fucking is! Creditors can go fuck themselves. Eczema, gone. All the indignities of the
human body, gone. Boredom, gone. Escaping the pointlessness of turning over questions
that can’t possibly be answered, which takes up all my time and again, Going Nowhere!!!
The alternative is to get another straight job and initiate the cycle of pretending to be
excited and invested under the command of some complete idiot who’ll prepare my
review and offer tips on how to improve. No more of that. NO MORE OF THAT!

It’s what I thought about on my walks, too. I stopped noticing things, stopped
enjoying the days of nice weather, felt unable to capitalize on the free range of ideas that
naturally flow from formless days devoid of human contact. All I could think about was
how many more paces I’d have to take until I could get home and fall on my Salvation
Army sofa. I’d overeat, plunge into a food coma, lay about for a couple hours, feel bad
about it, wonder what I was doing, drop a double-dose of melatonin and crash to the
blaring of the local news.
I was out walking an old Welsh corgi named Kevin—this was on a hot August
afternoon—kind of dragging the dog along when I witnessed a carjacking. The dog and I
were on the sidewalk, approaching a main boulevard, usually the point at which we’d
turn back so I could dump him off at his owner’s Dutch colonial. We stood adjacent to a
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restaurant’s mostly empty parking lot that it shared with a health food store and
meditation center. The restaurant’s back door was kicked open so hard that it slammed
the brick wall, and it was that sound, the sound of metal on brick, that jarred me out of
my stupor.
Three men ran out. One openly carried a handgun. They passed by me, maybe
five feet away as I watched. An elderly Asian man was getting into his Lexus about four
or five parking spaces over, oblivious of what was going; he was on his phone. They ran
directly to him. The man with the gun demanded his keys. The elderly man bowed his
head, I guess to avoid eye contact, and carefully handed the keys over. The assailant took
the keys and struck the man’s face with the gun’s butt. It made a light, slapping noise.
The elderly man grunted and fell backward. He landed hard, in a sitting position on the
asphalt. He pitched over and put both hands over his face. The men drove away, again
passing by me so closely that I could have reached out and touched the man in the
passenger seat. His eyes washed over me and, strangely, he smiled.
“How can you just stand there!” a woman shouted.
I turned and saw her running toward the old man. She was a jogger with all the
flashy accouterments, a neon tank-top and bright, kaleidoscopic shoes, her iPhone
strapped to her arm. Her whole body glistened with sweat and sun, like she’d been
bronzed.
She ran by me and dropped to her knees, attending to the elderly man, cradling his
head in her lap, examining a cut that had begun to ooze blood as she dialed the police.
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“Yes it’s a fucking emergency!” she screamed. “I’m behind the Atman Center
with a man who’s badly hurt. I think there’s been a robbery. Send an ambulance right
fucking now!”
She hung up and said something I couldn’t hear to the man, a whisper in his ear.
Then I heard her say, “It’s okay. Hang in there, okay? Help is on the way.”
She looked at me and I suppose I hadn’t moved. Kevin barked at something. Her
expression was a mixture of disappointment and contempt. I didn’t know why. I wasn’t
sure that I’d done anything wrong, or that there was anything I could have done that
would have changed the outcome. The whole scenario had transpired in fifteen seconds,
maybe less. I approached the woman and wounded man and crouched next to them.
“Is there anything I can do?”
I wanted to help but had no idea how. As the man bled I became certain of my
total uselessness. This crystallized how I generally felt about things, be it trying and
fumbling to start a campfire, offering clear and cogent directions to a lost stranger, or
figuring out how to make a decent life in accordance with who I was, but I didn’t know
who I was, couldn’t even decide whether or not I preferred light or dark roast coffee. I
hated that question. Light or dark roast? I don’t fucking know! What difference does it
make?
The man’s eyes were closed and he shifted around as the woman used her bare
hand to shield his eyes from blood that poured from the gash on his forehead.
“You can give him some space and get that barking dog out of here.”
I hadn’t noticed that Kevin was barking.
“I’ll get something for the blood,” I said reflexively.
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“Good,” the woman said. “Do that.”
The restaurant’s back door was still wide open when I walked by, and initially I’d
meant to pass it, to appear striding along with some sort of purpose until I could round
the corner and recede out of the picture. I stopped and looked in, spurred on more by
curiosity than anything else, and had almost forgotten I was supposed to be helping, not
that there seemed to be anything to help with, although I guessed I could find a towel in
the kitchen or bar.
The interior was dark; the restaurant didn’t open until four or five o’clock, and
there didn’t appear to be anyone inside. I stepped in, immediately aware that I was
interfering with a crime scene, but I felt justified, rationalizing my intrusion thus: a man
was injured, bleeding. I bumbled through the kitchen to the bar and found some bar
towels that were folded in a neat stack and bundled with string. Kevin sniffed around a
trashcan, found a maraschino cherry underneath a small stainless steel sink, aggressively
ate it and licked at the sticky aftermath.
I tugged him along as he dug in to the rubber mats.
“Come on, goddammit,” I said.
I heard something fall, something hard and heavy, followed by a scraping sound. I
pushed through the swinging door, back into the kitchen, lit only by the exit lamp that
cast the room in a dark, unnerving red, the only sound the quiet hum of some machinery.
There was a staircase that went down and a pale light emanating from a door just at the
bottom of the steps, a door that was slightly open.
I dropped Kevin’s leash and went downstairs, chanting “Hello? Hello?”
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I knocked lightly on the door with the knuckle of my index finger like someone
who felt guilty about interrupting an important meeting over something necessary but
trivial.
“Hello?” I said again.
I pushed the door open and saw a large man lying on the floor, a broken computer
monitor underneath his arm. His leg twitched. I had no idea what to do. None. In sixth
grade I’d failed my CPR certification on Choking Charlie, unable to breathe life into a
dummy. I was thankful the jogging woman called 911.
“Hey man, can you hear me?” I almost slipped on some papers that covered the
floor.
I pulled the smashed computer monitor away and shoved it off to the side, then
put my hand on the back of his head to turn it so he could breathe—he was literally face
down—at least I’m assuming this was the logic, but my hand pushed into an open cavity.
I examined my stained hand, noticed a Jackson Pollack-esque spatter of blood thrown up
the wall, a pool of blood beneath his face. I put two fingers across his jugular and felt
nothing, tried to roll him over but wound up uselessly grappling with the massive, inert
body, achieving little more than sliding him over and tearing his T-shirt. At some point
during this inexpert mangling of a crisis situation I was thrown on the floor by police, a
knee dug firmly into the space between my shoulder blades so I couldn’t breathe or strain
the words to rectify the misunderstanding. While I was face down someone pulled my
head back and slammed it into the ground. I remember the first time, the top of my
forehead near the hairline hitting the cement floor, but the pressure of the man’s knee in
my back overwhelmed the distribution of pain, so that I could feel my face against the

	
  

102	
  

	
  
ground but only in terms of fundamental tactile components—the cool, grainy texture of
the floor against my skin as my face was held there. My memory fades and reassembles
maybe fifteen minutes later, my face this time registering the hot glass of a police
cruiser’s window. I was in the back, alone, all the windows up, slow cooking in the
stifling cab, watching the jogging woman speaking animatedly with two plainclothes
police, her arms waving around, pronounced red circles around her eyes, like she’d been
crying. Shortly afterward I was removed from the cruiser, uncuffed and asked about what
I’d seen, but what I heard myself saying, as if I was watching myself say it and somehow
without agency, fearful maybe that I was culpable in some way and needed to rearrange
the facts, was, “I saw three men emerge from the back door. One of them was covered in
blood. They immediately seized an opportunity to steal a man’s car. I ran toward them
but I was slowed by the dog, and I tried to get in the way of the car as they left the
parking lot but it became clear they’d run me down, so I jumped out of the way and went
into the building to see if anyone was hurt. It all took just a matter of seconds.”
One of the policemen made notes. As he scribbled he said, “What dog?”
“Kevin,” I said.
“Is that the name of the dog?” the policeman said.
“Kevin?” I said. I put two fingers in mouth and whistled for him. “Kevin?”
I turned to the detective. “Have you seen a small dog?”
I wandered off—at this point more aware of an intense throb pulsing through the
bridge of my nose, forehead, eyes—and pushed through a line of shrubs into a
neighboring yard. I continued to whistle and shout Kevin’s name. I zigzagged down the
street to cover each near-identical property, but there was no sign of the dog. A man cut
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the throttle to his self-propelled mower and said, “Woh! Woh there guy!” He pointed and
walked toward me with both arms outstretched. “Blood!” he shouted. “You’re bleeding!”
The gray Team USA soccer shirt I wore was covered in splotchy bloodstains; so
were my khaki shorts, forearms and legs.
“It’s nothing,” I said. “Have you seen my dog? My dog, Kevin?”
“Have you been in an accident? Is anyone else hurt?”
He put his hand on my shoulder, examined my face by crouching down and
looking up at me, hissing through his two front teeth as though my wounds were his.
“I need to find the dog. Have you seen a little dog? A Welsh corgi?”
“I need you to sit down. I’ll call for help. Who did this to you?”
“A man is dead. A robbery gone bad, I think.”
I gave him the name of the restaurant.
“Jesus Christ,” he said. “Seamus. Has Seamus been killed?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know who it was. The police are there.”
He left his mower on the sidewalk and ran up the street.
I continued around the corner to Kevin’s. I’d left the front door open, even the
screen door, meaning the cat that wasn’t supposed to be outside had probably gone
outside without its collar. There was no sign of either of them. I paced the living room,
enveloped in the particular odor of that person’s life, a combination of oatmeal and
cinnamon Fabreeze, and through the thin, lacy window dressings I could see my rusted
out, faded Civic on the driveway, and although I couldn’t see them, I thought about the
spider webs lining each wheel well, another web spun out from the side view mirror to
the door, as though my entire life had succumbed to neglect.
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“Kevin! Kevin!” I called from the front porch. A woman bent over her flower
garden across the street turned and waved.
After walking a client’s dog it was protocol to leave a note explaining the basics.
A common note for Kevin went something like this:

Kevin looked happy today. We had a nice walk. He pooped and peed. His poop was loose
but he seemed okay. Are you giving him table scraps again? Shame on you if you are!
The weather was good. Enjoy it!

It was already half past five. Kevin’s owner, an uptight, single, older woman
would be home any moment.
I wrote:

I’m so sorry, Linda. Kevin is missing. So is your cat. There was an incident up the street
that you’ll hear about on the news. A robbery and murder. Kevin and I were there, and
somehow in the melee I lost track of him and he wandered away. I’m sure someone will
find him or already has. I’d expect a call soon regarding his whereabouts. I’m confident
he’ll be back soon, safe and sound.

8.

I was thinking about this episode after a gig my band played. We’d been
designated an alt-country band by the local press, who’d given our first LP strong
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reviews that had just begun to correlate into slightly larger crowds. We’d played a show
with two other bands and Holly, our keyboard player, had (she claimed) a fruitful
conversation with an A&R guy from Sony, who’d wanted us to stay in touch. We each
made two hundred dollars, practically a windfall compared to what we were used to,
which was mainly free drinks and maybe twenty or thirty dollars apiece. Anything we
made felt like free money to me. Playing music live is a gift, perhaps even a miracle, and
the thought that we might be able to parlay it into, not a career exactly, but a temporarily
sustainable mode of existence was thrilling; I’d never considered it until, at thirty six, it
became possible. I drank some twenty-dollar a shot tequila, feeling that somehow I’d
made it, even though we hadn’t done anything that came close to a standard conception
of success. For me, just getting to that point far surpassed my expectations. When you’re
down so long, getting a glimmer of what up looks like can go a long way, perhaps even
turn a life around.
The bars closed. We were all drunk and hungry, so we got in Holly’s pick-up
truck—two in the cab, five in the bed— and drove to an all-night diner, the seven of us
crammed into a booth with two chairs pulled up at the end.
I’m not sure how it came up, but Teddy, our mandolin player, was telling a story
in response to a question someone floated. We were supposed to go around in a circle,
each of us pitching in something humiliating or wrong we’d done that we’d like to go
back and change. I couldn’t help but think about the incident at the restaurant. Maybe I
could’ve done something more, but it’s pointless to think about. The robbers were killed
in a shootout with the police—all three of them shredded in their boosted Toyota in a
Giant-Eagle parking lot. They were so shredded, in fact, that the city launched an internal
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investigation into the number of rounds dispersed, something near a thousand. My wife,
or ex-wife, called me that night because she’d seen me on the news. I didn’t remember
talking to a news crew at all. The cop who’d smashed my head into the ground gave me a
concussion. As my wife and I spoke I remember being confused about basic things, like
asking her when she’d be home, and for a short, semi-terrifying time, not being able to
find my apartment. It was like my days in medical supply sales, my car parked and
running on the shoulder while I kind of staggered around in a daze, unsure of where or
even who I was.
Her concern touched me. There never had been any animus between us, just the
slow realization that a life with me would always be a life of financial struggle and
uncertainty, and she was a woman who wanted her ducks in a row, not something I can
fault her for. When the divorce was finalized, I felt relieved for her sake and free to go
back to being adrift. And look what happened—I walked dogs for two years until I
became completely insolvent. I had to borrow money from my sister to move to Austin
where a friend said he could get me a city job for the parks department, doing little more
than driving a water truck around all day and hosing down trees. It was the easiest job in
the world, and it was twenty bucks an hour, four days a week, and I could more or less
envision myself sticking with it for however long it took to build up a little savings, a
401K, see the dentist and the doctor whenever I wanted; I was under no illusion at that
point that anything grand would happen in my life, and that was fine. I met some
musicians, made a nice, modest life for myself, a perfectly regular nobody sharing a
stucco two-bedroom rental on the edge of the city with a roommate. Meanwhile, my
lovely wife. I still find it hard to believe, she married a professional hockey player, a guy
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who plays for whatever the team’s called in Columbus. I can hardly imagine what her
life’s like now, but it’s pleasant to think that her days of worrying over finances are
finished. I don’t know what rich people worry about because when you’re broke, money
solves everything. It’s absolutely consumptive. But her life had changed, in the best
sense. I had no idea how much pro hockey players made until I looked up his contract
online. Four-point-two million a year. That’s a little over eighty thousand a week. At that
time I was making six hundred a week. I was so accustomed to being penniless that six
hundred afforded me a rich lifestyle, by my standards. I ate well, went to movies, took an
occasional camping trip, even started a savings account that I’d put two hundred in each
month for a trip I’d fantasized about to the far east.
“Ouch!” someone said. Everyone clapped and I snapped out of it, confused.
“And, if you’d believe it, I never saw her again.” Jesse, the rhythm guitar player,
cracked a beer from under the table and poured it off in his water glass.
I’d missed his story, something about a camping trip he took with a girl he really
wanted to impress. He’d attempted a backflip off a rock formation, a small pool below,
and he’d miscalculated, hit his head on the rock, cracked it open. That was the crux of it,
but I’d missed something vital.
Ben’s fingers snapped before my eyes.
“You’re up.”
Something humiliating? Something I’d change? I think if most people were
honest they’d change pretty much everything.
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I never liked being put on the spot. I’m not a good storyteller, and I don’t like
attention on me. It’s why I play drums in the band, tucked neatly away behind a wall of
six others, part of the fun but out of view.
I told them about an altercation I’d witnessed. This was in college, one of the first
nights with my eventual wife. A friend of hers had pills, ecstasy. I’d never done it, didn’t
know what to expect, didn’t really want to do it. Pills freak me out, especially pills of
dubious origins from some mob-run lab in the Netherlands or God knows where. She’d
done it before and she insisted I try it, assuring me that we’d have a great time, that it was
more or less innocuous, contrary to the reports back then of peoples’ spinal chords
dissolving or people overheating to death on dance floors.
She was right. We walked the town in the most intense euphoria I’ve ever known.
Everything had softened. Everything glowed. The light from a gas lamp warmed me from
twenty yards away; at one point we laid on someone’s lawn, a total stranger’s property,
our bodies indistinguishable from the earth itself, from space above us, and instead of
looking at the stars and feeling a creeping dread at the incomprehensibility and size of
our universe, at the incomprehensibility of being alive, everything shadowed in black by
temporality and death, the stars and moon seemed to radiate a palpable benevolence as
though their mere existence communicated something profoundly comforting, and in that
moment I believed absolutely that a super-intelligent, divine presence was keeping watch
over everything, through everything, that everything was indistinguishable from it. I tried
to articulate what I was thinking. What I said was, “I feel really fucking good.”
She reached out and grabbed my hand, said, “No shit, right?”
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We walked, although it felt more like floating, to a party that some friends of
mine were having. We greeted everyone over-enthusiastically, got plastic cups of beer,
chain-smoked cigarettes on the driveway. There were probably eight or ten people
outside, mostly guys, a couple girls—everyone else was in the house or in the back yard.
This one guy—not really a friend of mine but a friend of a friend’s who everyone
knew—apparently screwed some rugby player’s girlfriend. And I have to hand it to the
rugby player, because he showed up to that party by himself, tanked on something. No
one had time to process him. I have no idea where he came from, only that he must have
walked and had a good amount of time to work himself into a rage. He’d targeted the
guy, whatever his name was, walked right up to him without saying a word and knocked
him off his feet with one straight punch to the face. It made the exact sound as the butt of
the gun striking the old man in the parking lot, a light, harmless sounding slap. Another
guy in the group, Josh, went after him without hesitation. I was amazed, in disbelief,
really, that this was happening. Although it was right in front of my face, I felt like I was
watching it from some inexpressible remove. Josh didn’t stand a chance. He was
overweight, unathletic, usually the drunkest person at any get-together. It was a kamikaze
mission, nothing more. Or maybe he was more of a stand-up guy than I realized. He
threw a punch or two that the rugby player did little more than swat away before
countering with a powerful hook to the head. I’ve never seen anyone get hit so hard, not
before or since. His feet actually left the ground. At this point the rugby player was
crazed, shouting at us to step up. Who’s next? he kept saying. You? Come on you fucking
pussy! Another guy went at him, was dismissed with two rapid-fire hits. What was
perfectly clear was this: Nobody was going to stop this guy. He could have punched
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through a brick wall. Two people were writhing on the ground, near unconscious.
Another guy went at him and was punched in the chest. That punch stunned him, the next
to his chin sent him backward, to the ground, where he remained.
I turned and walked away, went around the front porch and stopped so I could see
things from the darkness under a malformed spruce tree, and I watched three other guys
each take their shots, and each of them, one by one, got beaten down with such ease that
it had been like a silver-back gorilla fighting human beings.
The rugby player screamed some useless threat at the pile of bodies and ran off.
The screen door burst open and a mixed group came running through, people kneeling
down beside the injured, asking what had happened. My future wife was there among
them. I ran back to the garage and looked for anything that could be used as a weapon. I
found a Ping driver and ran back to the scene holding it above me as though it had been
manufactured for the sole purpose of decapitating human heads.
“Where’d he go?” I said.
“He’s gone,” someone who’d been punched said.
My future wife hugged me, asked me how I was doing. I pretended to be in a
testosterone-fueled daze and offered her some sort of macho bullshit about what I’d do to
the guy with my golf club. I’m pretty sure I said something like, “Where is he? I’ll
murder that pussy.”
Certainly someone must have noticed me walking away; I’d resigned myself to
being interrogated about it, or called out as a coward, but no, I’d lucked out. It was
though everyone had forgotten I was there in the first place. One of the guys said, “It’s a
shame you didn’t get here sooner. We could’ve used you, man.”
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“Motherfucker,” someone on the ground moaned. It wasn’t clear if he referred to
his abuser or meant it in a more abstract sense, an umbrella term for a painful and
embarrassing situation.
I offered my hand and pulled him up. He had both hands over his chest. “I can’t
breathe,” he said. “Give me a cigarette.”
“I would’ve bashed that asshole’s head in,” I said, still holding the golf club. I
tapped a cigarette out of my pack and put it in his bleeding mouth.
“But you wouldn’t have,” Holly said. “You fucking coward!”
Everyone laughed. Ennis, our jack-of-all-trades guy who alternates between
percussion and strings, slid a just-popped beer across the table to me. “Jesus, man,” he
said. “When the shit goes down I’ll be looking for you.”
To Holly, I said, “Of course I wouldn’t have. I’m not an idiot.”
“So what would you have done differently?” she said.
“I would’ve told the guy how tired I am of hearing his girlfriend whine to me
about his deflated ball-bag and chronic impotence. Then I would’ve gotten knocked out.”
There was some weak applause, cut short by the anticipation of our bass player’s
story. He’d lived the most interesting life of any of us, had at least half a dozen neardeath experiences, one involving peyote and a car crash in Mexico, the others mostly just
drug-related. He’d been to prison twice. I’m sure we all wanted to hear it. I fell back into
the banquette and drank, relieved to be done.
He launched into his story, but I wasn’t listening.
What would I have done differently, I thought? Certainly not what I’d said,
although it’s nice to think I could be that person.
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After Lunch

Dr. Aldridge gestured with both hands to an attractive tufted leather club chair
after welcoming Henry to the office. It was the kind of chair, Henry thought, that requires
a good Scotch.
Dr. Aldridge didn’t correspond with Henry’s expectations. He was much younger,
a striking man, probably early forties with an astonishing resemblance to Stanley Tucci,
the actor.
“So,” Henry said. “I take it you understand I’m here on referral from Janice
Karkovsky.”
“That’s right,” said Dr. Aldridge.
“Our conversation is in confidence, correct?”
Dr. Aldridge nodded.
“I like Janice. She’s a dear friend. Her late husband was a dear friend, also. I’m
sure you know, but I’d like to tell you anyway, that Janice is the type of woman who will
believe what she wants to hear, especially if it comes from a supposed authority figure,
such as yourself.”
“I’m not sure I follow, Henry.”
“What I’m saying is, she’s weak of spirit. She likes you, Dr. Aldridge. She speaks
the world of you, is convinced that her life is being transformed. She’s been seeing you
for close to a year now, and in that year I’ve seen her grow more desperate. She’s
dangerously impressionable and irrational. At dinner the other evening she gave me a
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book called 101 Ways to Be Happy. She believes, and I damn well hope she’s not getting
it from you, that happiness is plane we’re all meant to reach, a place of permanence. She
chases me around, concerned with my unhappiness, as she sees it, and has, in her expert
opinion, diagnosed me as a chronic depressive. She’s deluded, and I fear she’s fragile
enough that when this delusion finally pops and she falls back to earth that she won’t be
able to handle it.”
“Why are you here, Henry?”
Henry sipped the mocha Frappuccino he’d picked up on the way. “I’m here
because I cut a deal with Janice. I needed her help and she agreed to help me on the
condition that I see you. She’s been trying to get me to see you for months. Finally she
had the leverage to do so.”
“Do you resent being here?”
“Not at all.”
In fact, Henry felt comfortable in the sunlit office. The disappointing view was of
a fitness center’s parking lot, but the office was clean, spare, well decorated and alive
with the rich odor of espresso from a top-of-the-line Astoria kept in the corner, by a small
sink and mini-fridge. The machine’s craftsmanship and glimmer were captivating. Henry
asked about it and Dr. Aldridge offered him an espresso. “You really haven’t had
espresso until you’ve had one from this machine,” he said, but Henry declined, waving
his sweating, gargantuan plastic Frappuccino cup.
“I’m literally humiliated when I order these, but I fear they have a kind of hold on
me,” Henry said. “I’m so disgusted with myself that I lean in and speak to the cashier like
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I’m offering something in confidence, but then my cover’s blown when the cashier shouts
it out to the barista.”
“Humiliated, why?” Dr. Aldridge rubbed his chin between his index finger and
thumb, a gesture that lent him the air of an actor playing a therapist.
“It’s an American symbol of mindlessness and culturelessness.”
“That’s interesting. May I ask what you’re drinking?”
“It’s a mocha Frappuccino. Have you ever had one?”
“I haven’t. Should I?” Dr. Aldridge smiled as if to assure Henry that drinking a
mocha Frappuccino was perfectly normal.
“It’s shit in a cup. I enjoy the first few sips, but by the time I’ve finished I feel
sick. This is a metaphor for most of the things one greets with enthusiasm and winds up
either feeling foolish or morally hung-over later on. It’s a metaphor for life itself,
wouldn’t you agree? Everything starts so wonderfully, with so much promise, until you
get to my age and have more friends in the cemetery than you have standing upright.”
Dr. Aldridge shuffled some papers into a desk drawer and appeared ready to
dispense, temporarily, with the small talk. “We’ll get back to the Frappuccino,” he said.
“Tell me why you’re here.”
D. Aldridge also crossed his legs. His houndstooth jacket and pants were tailored
to his short, lean frame, a bit too snug, Henry thought, which seemed to be the fashion
nowadays. Henry considered him the dandyish type he’d see in the window of an upscale
coffee house, wearing a cheese-cutter and reading Proust, and he was certain of his
homosexuality. It was the way he walked to his desk after greeting him at the door,
stepping too carefully, and the thick, tortoiseshell frames and lack of a wedding band.

	
  

115	
  

	
  
Whatever his sexual orientation, Henry thought, he might as well have this conversation
with a sponge or brick or wax dummy dressed in the same suit and wedged sideways
behind the desk for all it mattered. The man’s job was to sit there and appear engaged,
nothing more. All day, Henry imagined, Dr. Aldridge sat in his office, paid well to absorb
endless effusions of guilt and nonsense from the ridiculous lives of bored Beechwood
residents. His only requirement was to look official with his designer glasses and
pompous suit, the only assurances his visitors needed to begin the slog of articulating the
scope and structure of the particular sewers they’d put themselves in.
“Has anyone told you that you resemble Stanley Tucci?”
“All the time. Shall we?” He pointed to his watch.
“I might as well tell you the anecdote about the day I met my son for lunch. It’s
the catalyst for this visit. The cost, I should say, for asking for Janice’s help.”
His son, Robert, called to see if he wanted to meet at an exciting new restaurant
called Tsutsuji. Henry heard intriguing things about the place and had it on his radar to
write it up as a freelance assignment for the city’s paper, a paper he’d worked for as a
beat reporter in sports before transitioning to teaching journalism at the Jesuit college. He
was still friendly with some of the paper’s editors and they more or less accepted
anything he threw at them. He called Arnie Gunn, the entertainment editor and old
drinking buddy, and asked if the restaurant had been written up yet. No, it hadn’t. Arnie
green-lighted him for a space in that week’s upcoming Friday Magazine.
“So already,” Henry said, a bit jittery from his Frappuccino, “instead of putting
my priorities on my troubled son, no doubt calling because he’d put himself in another
jam, I was thinking of a work opportunity. This kind of thinking, Janice likes to warn me,
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is why I have no meaningful relationships, which is why I’m not happy, she says. If you
want a clear image of lunacy, Dr. Aldridge, none of us can be spared it by looking in the
mirror. People who wander around with smiles plastered to their faces are either dimwitted, on drugs, or insane.”
Dr. Aldridge, wearing a mask of expectation—his in-session face, as Henry
considered it—nodded and shifted in his seat but said nothing. It’s his only play, Henry
thought. Silence is power. Again he wondered if he was jabbering at a sodomite.
“The lunch would have been perfect had it not been for Robert unraveling, but I
had to assume the lunch date was set in the first place because things had gone haywire.
Robert only calls when he needs something, then, when we get together, he can’t hold his
liquor. Before our entrees arrived, he said, and I quote, ‘I’ve thrown my life away. I’ve
never been more uncertain of everything.’
“What can you say to something like that? Don’t worry, everything will be fine?
That’s something his mother would have said, and guess where she is?”
Dr. Aldridge waited for the answer.
“Six feet under the ground outside a Portland slum, that’s where. You wouldn’t
have believed the toxicology report.
“Anyway, I asked him what exactly he was uncertain of. I don’t know about you,
but I’m uncertain if I’ll be alive in five seconds, for starters, and worse, I’m uncertain
when my hemorrhoid will flare up. Getting through a day amidst a flare-up is a very
acute and particular kind of hell. Everything else is chicken feed. Try living a quality
existence with a hemorrhoid, that’s a dare. Not possible. Regarding Robert, I can’t say
I’ve ever been in the mood to suffer another of his down-and-out pity parties about his
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life being magically transformed into fly-festered elephant dung, as though the world is
somehow culpable, and not him. He’s the type who’s bright and has good intentions, yet
everything goes to shit in his hands. He’s predisposed to catastrophe, like his mother. My
other two, by the way, are incredibly successful, and this feeds Robert’s chronic
inadequacy. With Robert, there’s no such thing as good news. It’s always something
falling apart. His roof. His car. His relationships. I had to get tough on the boy—yes, I
still think of him as a boy—even though he’s a thirty-five year old man, and that’s part of
the problem. I enable him. He’s the youngest of my three, and I can’t help but think being
the baby of the family is something that never entirely dissipates, no matter how old one
gets. He’s a low-end copywriter for a marketing firm that pays him an entry-level salary,
a factor in his frequent and casual references to suicide. In case you didn’t hear me, his
mother committed suicide. It amazes me that people have children at all. I never wanted
them. I knew I didn’t want them when I was a child myself. And the bottom line is,
everybody’s life ends disastrously. That’s what we’re doing with these people, ultimately,
is setting them up for annihilation, all so we can play pretend while their kids that life is
some dreamboat.
“Anyway, uncertainty, I told Robert, can’t be avoided. I didn’t join him for lunch
to hear about his indecision. Nobody knows dick, I told him. Cheer up. We’re all aboard
the same sinking ship, you just have to grow a pair and take what you can get while you
can. What you do is put your head down and plow forward. There’s literally no
alternative but suicide. So we’re back to that again, which is obviously on his mind, and
he’s consistent. That’s the scary part. It’s always the same thing. I should just gas myself,
he says. At lunch I watched him hold his martini up and gaze at the briny vodka as I tried
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to impart some kind of fatherly advice, which I’ve never been any good at because of my
inability to blow smoke up his ass. Like a real dad, I told him to figure out what he wants
his life to be, and, one by one, begin the steps to get there. That’s the problem, I told him.
I can’t help you if you can’t begin to help yourself. Make a goddamned decision and run
with it, even if it’s a decision to become a male prostitute, if that’s what it takes or if
that’s what floats your boat. He said that he didn’t know what he wanted to do, of course.
You’re thirty-five, I said. It’s time to commit to something. I don’t get people his age.
Some of his friends live with their parents. I’m sorry, but that’s where I draw the line. If
you can’t get your act together to scratch out a life on your own, maybe you should gas
yourself, you know what I mean? Anyway, he picked the restaurant, which was fantastic,
literally the best hot dog I’d ever eaten. I congratulated him on making a good choice and
said, See, make another good one and you’re on a roll. That’s how things get going.
“If you haven’t been to Tsutsuji, take it on my highest recommendation. I had a
Kobe beef frank tucked into a doughy, steamed bun, slathered with house-made kim chi
and a proprietary hot sauce. Have you ever been?”
Dr. Aldridge shook his head no.
“Well it goes to show the necessity of keeping an open mind. I’d written the place
off as too gimmicky before walking in. As a reviewer I shouldn’t admit that, not even to
you. The restaurant is an amalgamation of Japanese, Southern BBQ, and Korean, which,
believe me, sounds like a nightmare. These mash-ups almost never work. Nothing
triggers a red flag like a restaurant that tries to do too much, running the gamut from
seaweed salad to beef brisket. If you see a sprawling, discordant menu, run for the hills. It
means the kitchen’s in a nonstop race to rid itself of turned food. It also means the chef is
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suffering an identity crisis, or worse, groping for an identity. Either that or outright
incompetence. But this restaurant passed every test. Crisp, clean linens. A well-informed,
well-spoken, hygienic service staff. No dirt under the fingernails, no aprons spattered in
sirachi.
“I made notes by fountain pen on a legal pad. Robert didn’t know I was reviewing
the place but he’s so generally tuned out on his phone that I didn’t see a conflict.
What are you doing? he asked me.
Making notes, I said.
Why?
I’m on assignment for the Friday Magazine. Nothing wrong with killing two birds
with one stone. It’s what your hopeless generation calls multi-tasking, I told him.
Aren’t we having lunch? He set his phone face down on the table. I considered
slam-dunking it in our champagne’s ice bucket.
Instead I loaded an oyster with a squeeze of lemon and hot sauce.
Of course we are, I said. Have you tried the oysters? They’re spectacular.
I’m aware. I ordered them, he said.
Well do me a favor and order us some more martinis. I have to use the facility.
I topped off his champagne flute and left the table.
“I took my legal pad along and successfully avoided making eye contact with a
former colleague in the communications department. Ever since the college let me go I
try to keep a low profile. Do you know what happened?
“I read about the fire,” Dr. Aldridge said.
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“Good. You’re up to date. Anyway, the bathroom at the restaurant was cleaner
than my own. I’d lifted the toilet seat—after wrapping my hand in toilet paper—in a state
of disbelief. No urine or shit spatters, a Mexican attendant in suit and tie handing out
paper towels and mints. I thanked him, wiped off and startled myself with the mirror’s
intense, somehow vivified reflection. Maybe it was the lighting, I don’t know. It
accentuated the creases and mottles on my face. I had to turn away. A man shouldn’t
have to grapple with mortality on his pee break.
Go check out the bathroom, I told Robert. They have waterfall faucets and an
illegal attendant draped in Armani.
“Robert excused himself, but he took his phone with him and went outside.
“I took advantage of his absence and interrogated Adelle—our server, a lovely
Polynesian woman studying medicine at Case—about the plate-ware. She informed me
that each unique piece was hand-blown by an artist in Santa Cruz.
“Must’ve cost a fortune,” I said.
“You wouldn’t believe.”
“I examined a wineglass against the afternoon sunlight. “The glasses are
spotless,” I told her.
“The wineglasses were imported French crystal; she’d mentioned the town where
the glasses were produced, then shipped by boat. Right on cue, a woman with an
artificially restructured face who wore an absurd, full-brimmed hat knocked one off her
table and it exploded.
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“That’s the sound of forty dollars in the garbage,” Adelle said. She excused
herself to assist with the cleanup while the plasticized husk of a woman ignored her and
chatted with an equally monstrous lunch companion.
“I noted the lack of ambient noise, making for easy, clearly audible conversation.
My hearing’s not the best, and nothing mars a dining experience like bad acoustics. I
located the sound-deadening foam blocks conspicuously placed in high corners, the
coloring only the slightest mismatch of the cream paint. The pacing between courses was
perfect. And the food—outstanding. All the signs of impeccable management. Tsutsuji—
it could mean cat-shit soup for all I care, it was a five-star experience, hands down. Not
nearly enough of that going around. Everywhere one goes is like a funhouse of
incompetence, wouldn’t you agree? It’s some miracle that civilization doesn’t unravel at
the seams, but mark my words, it will. I feel bad for people your age. I feel worse for
your kids. Do you have kids?
“No,” Dr. Aldridge said.
“Good man. It’s a population issue nowadays. The facts are the facts. There’re too
damn many of us. The best thing that could happen to this planet would be the total
extinction of the human species. Anyway, Robert looked like shit when he returned to the
table so I took it upon myself to inform him of all the buffoonery I’d recently suffered—a
grocery store with moldy produce; a stoned bag boy that smashed the bread under canned
goods; a visibly annoyed barista who mocked my order within earshot. What’d I tell you,
another latte! That’s five now!; a bank teller with halitosis and orange, greasy fingertips,
a crumpled bag of Cheetos on open display; a confused policeman directing, or rather,
impeding traffic. I’d called a customer service line about returning a pair of Henleys and

	
  

122	
  

	
  
the man on the other end couldn’t understand a word I said. Where are you? I demanded.
Bangalore? Mumbai? Yes, Bloomington, he said. I thought, like hell you are. Do you
ever look at people while you’re out and think to yourself, how in hell do you make it
through a day?
Henry paused to sip from coffee and, when he’d finished, tossed it in the plasticlined waste bin beside Dr. Aldridge’s desk.
“Where was I? Right, my son. As expected, the real reason for the father/son
lunch finally arrived. It shouldn’t bother me. I should be grateful that I have a son to
spend time with—that’s the line I get. I saw it coming about halfway through the first
course of kumamotos and Veuve—the awkward fidgeting, a slack mouth on the brink of
forming the words. I thought, be a man Goddammit. At least have the spine to blurt it out.
And the anomalous call earlier in the morning. I should’ve had the presence of mind then
and spared him the embarrassment. I should’ve just said, ‘What do you need?’ and
written the check in advance, met him somewhere, stuffed it in his pocket, patted him on
the ass and sent him on his way. By meal’s end he was squirming and moaning about
gassing himself to escape his debt.
Come on now. What’s on your mind? I asked him. I’m getting the feeling there’s
more to this. I spoke as I examined the itemized bill in a check presenter that appeared to
be genuine leather. Two hundred and sixty-eight bucks for lunch. Can you believe that?
You know those oysters were four bucks apiece?
Kumamotos, Robert said, without looking up from his phone. He appeared to be
using only one eye. Whatever he did outside, I’m sure it wasn’t’ legal. The jewels of the
West Coast.
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These places kill you on booze. Ninety bucks for the champagne. I think it retails
for what, thirty-five maybe? Twelve for the martinis. It’s theft.
They don’t make money on food, he said. It’s all liquor.
“He was slurring.
I get it, I told him. How’s Shannon?
How in hell would I know?’ he said. She’s engaged. She’s not my problem
anymore.
For a moment I’d forgotten she left him. He exhaled by measuredly pushing the
air through his mouth, like he was readying for a high-dive. Here comes, I thought.
Dad, I’m broke.
Do you want a brandy or something?
This is the lowest I’ve ever been.
I pulled out my wallet. How bad is it?
Dire.
Define dire.
I have nothing till Friday and that paycheck’s wiped out the moment it goes
through.
Give me a number.
One. One at least. He looked at me imploringly.
One what? Hundred? Grand?
A grand, minimum. More would help.
I can give you a thousand, but that’s it for a while. I’m not kidding. I’m tapped.
Come May, I’m in serious trouble if I don’t find something.
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I’ll pay you back.
Oh bullshit. I like helping you. You know that. You’d do the same.
“I wondered whether—given the remote chance he’s ever solvent—he would do
the same. I don’t know what kind of a man he is. He’s always been so helpless.
“Outside the bank it felt good handing him the envelope with ten crisp hundreds
inside. I drew the gesture out, aware of its intensity, its superficial proof of the fact that
I’m a bedrock of patriarchal reliability. Robert put it in his shirt’s front pocket and drove
away in the Sable I’d paid twenty-eight hundred cash for. He’d had the car six months
and already it showed signs of neglect, not that it was in the greatest shape when I’d
bought it, but still, you tell me how many people get a free car at his age. It hadn’t been
washed, that’s for sure, and there was garbage strewn about the passenger seat and
dashboard. Foil Wendy’s wrappers, the ones they wrap cheeseburgers in, tossed to the
window. Have some dignity, I thought. How hard is it to throw garbage away? When you
sit in garbage, you feel like garbage. I’d been turned on to feng-shui. Energy. Flow. It
made sense. Everything about Robert was in disarray.
“The traffic that day was hideous. The Chevy in front of me meandered between
the white and yellow lines—some obese nitwit too busy to be bothered with driving
whose bloated head was perpetually turned toward the center of the car because of her
phone, which is more or less the status quo these days. She’ll kill someone, eventually.
I’d had champagne, a martini, heated sake—a triple threat. I was heavily buzzed,
teetering on drunk, but not quite. Still in control, driving straight as a dart. Studies have
been done: a drunk driver is infinitely preferable to a texting driver, that’s a fact. One
more drink would’ve done it. I was thankful I didn’t loiter a while, sipping on a brandy. I
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wondered how there could be so much traffic at that hour, a Tuesday, early afternoon.
Don’t you ever think about what all those people actually do? Doesn’t anyone have a
job? This thought zoomed around my head. The streets were clogged arteries. Thousands
of people with money to burn and nothing to do. I’m no economist, but the sense is that
we must be headed toward a calamitous fiscal collapse and yet the shopping is endless,
and the tacky condominiums keep going up. I’ve looked into it. They cost a fortune. And
for what? To live in this claustrophobic retail nightmarescape. I’ve read that brick and
mortar retail is in peril, but you’d never know it. Parking lots are slammed with shiny
new cars, nobody with a thing to do. The police presence has been beefed up accordingly;
they’re predatory, pouncing on the slightest infractions. Their loaded cruisers look to be
manufactured by Halliburton, low to the ground, caged fronts. Ticket writers, that’s all.
No such thing as a break. Thirty years ago you get pulled over drunk and they give you a
lift home, or follow you. Now they wreck your life with penalties and fees and the yellow
license plate, the modern-day Scarlet Letter. I’ve had a party plate, as they’re called.
You’re a target. Everyone looks at you like you’re an asshole. People honk and give you
the finger. They point and laugh as I grip my steering wheel, powerless.
“I was stuck at a horrendously complex, six-way intersection, thinking of where
to go, too drunk, I finally realized, to be on the road, and it hit me with the force and
pleasure of epiphany: Barnes & Noble. What perfect indolence and distraction, to collect
a stack of glossy magazines and sit in the café, sobering up with a strong coffee and a pile
of cheap entertainment, everything from Car & Driver to Esquire to Seventeen. And the
people-watching. The beautiful women. The human oddities. Life’s mysteries only
deepen with age, questions opening into more questions. Things get stranger, the only
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expansion I’m aware of is the scope and structure of my boundless ignorance. It’s
unfolded into full bloom. I’ve literally learned nothing. Soon, very soon, I’ll be dead. It’s
a fact so incontrovertible, so patently and bizarrely true that its imminence and
inevitability have leveraged me into embracing and even welcoming it. I want to die. I’m
tired of participating in this disappointing hell-hole, which is easy to say in the bright,
incubating light of a fine early fall day, not so much in the shattering silence of the 3 a.m.
darkness, unable to sleep. I made a mental note to pick up a fresh bottle of melatonin.
“None of the traffic signals were synched. One light turns green, the one just
beyond it turns red. The five-lane boulevard is a parking lot. I wondered what Robert
really intended to do with that money? Pay bills? Grocery shop? More than likely I’d just
subsidized his drug habit. At his age, hanging out with coke dealers, he ought to be
ashamed. And what exactly does the Division of Traffic’s chief do? Had he or she ever
driven down that road and experienced it’s masterful inefficiency? How hard is it to keep
things moving when your only job is to keep things moving? I wrote that jackass a letter
last year and got no response. As I mulled this over something nasty happened, internally,
like I’d been shivved in the lower intestine. I’m not kidding when I say I cried out and
didn’t so much lean forward as plunge forward, holding my abdomen with both hands. It
was intolerable. The car behind me honked. I looked up to see a green light and a good
distance between me and the meandering Chevy. ‘All right!’ I said. ‘I’m going!’ But the
pain escalated, approaching the zenith of what I could endure. I veered off into a
sprawling parking lot for a Whole Foods and Target Super Store, trying not to panic. The
last time this happened I was at home, sitting on my sofa after a blazing bowl of Pad
Thai. The pain was so excruciating that I rolled around the worn carpeting, chewing on
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my hand, screaming and clutching my stomach. I called 911 and told them I was dying.
They found me on the floor, covered in sweat. The diagnosis, as I was propped upright in
the back of their ambulance, was gas. One of the insolent EMT crew had a bottle of
Maalox on his person. ‘Take the whole thing, buddy,’ he said. ‘Looks like you’ll need it.’
They were clearly laughing at my expense. I chewed two tablets and the pain subsided
almost instantly.
“I stopped the car, blocking a lane, and rifled through the glove-box, confident I
had a bottle of Gas-X, which I did, but it was empty. I threw the canister at the floor. A
good parking space opened up directly in front of the Whole Foods main entrance, one
row back. I zipped in and unfastened the seat belt thinking I’d run in and pick up some
anti-gas tablets, but the pain came back again, an effervescent rumbling that built until
the pressure distended my gut and threatened to rip the skin wide open. If you’ve ever
had gas, that’s what it feels like.
“I tilted the seat back and let out a groan that startled a woman passing by. She
jumped reactively and struck the side-view mirror of the neighboring Jeep, setting off a
pulsing, shrieking car alarm. ‘Oh my God, there’s someone in there!’ she said to no one,
then laughed nervously. I apologized but she’d quickened her pace and tucked her
shoulder bag more securely under her arm, as though I were some sort of threat. This is
the world we live in. I shimmied in my seat, dragging my feet around the floor mat, and
accidentally pushed the gas pedal, sending the tachometer to redline. It was a recurring
theme, forgetting to kill the engine. It’s soundless when it idles, switching from gas to
electric. I found the new car a little effeminate and self-righteous, and it had no balls, but
it’s the way things are going, these incremental responses to a warming planet, and savvy
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business, appealing to a buyer’s moral guilt. I’d been following my daughter’s Web site,
keeping current with the latest environmental catastrophe du jour. I’m pretty sure she
used to be an eco-terrorist. Each week a number at the top left corner of the homepage
displays the latest atmospheric CO2 measurement in parts per million from an Antarctic
outpost. The previous week it exceeded four-hundred, a feared milestone, she claims.
“Game Over for the Planet,” read an article’s headline, authored by a Stanford scientist. I
thought the car would impress her, announce to her that I’m doing my part. I’d told her
about it via email in one of my daily updates. She won’t speak to me but she’ll
infrequently respond to my emails. “They’re good cars,” she wrote. “But it’s a gratuitous
contribution, about as helpful as spitting on a forest fire.” Nothing I can do these days is
beyond her scrutiny. I don’t think about the world the way she does, the way so many
younger people do, the minutiae of life elevated to world-ending analysis. She wrote a
polemic about the beef industry called Beyond Factory Farming that called for EPA
regulations on the methane output of cattle to leverage down America’s meat
consumption. What about people? I asked her. Are we supposed to feel guilty for farting?
Is it my fault that methane is twenty times more potent a heat-trapping gas than carbon? I
rolled on my side and let one go, noticeably easing the pressure in my gut. It dawned on
me: the kim chi. Spicy pickled cabbage, one of the greatest, gassiest inventions on earth.
Leave it to the Koreans as they quietly position themselves to dominate the planet with
their legions of hyper-educated, robotic children. It’s no life, what they do to those kids
with their punishing school schedules, all science and math. What good is a race of
number-crunchers if you’ve neglected to cultivate the soul?

	
  

129	
  

	
  
“Whole Foods façade loomed over me—each ‘O’ had been repurposed into a
busy nesting ground for some type of urban fowl. I’d been in the store once before and
permanently written it off. I felt grotesquely out of place, an old man wandering around
alien terrain amidst an unrecognizable species. I’d be more comfortable choking on the
red dust of Mars. The uber-healthy. You know these people. People whose idea of a
vacation is climbing Kiliminjaro or biking across Paraguay. People who go to work
stuffed in their shirts because of bloated trapezius muscles. People who hit a basement
gym after a day at the office to squat-thrust kettle bells and grunt and scream and give
one another high-fives. Weekends spent crawling through mud-pits and scaling walls,
paying top dollar for the chance to feel like a Navy SEAL trainee. People who wake up
on Saturday morning at six and jog fifteen miles. People who’ve never once even
considered having a cigarette. People pushing carts and ferrying baskets filled with
unusual pills that some hack on television claims is the latest cure for aging. Carts loaded
with protein powders and testosterone. Drinks with gobs of living gunk floating around
inside, like a decomposing, bilious squid. Employees behind the fish counter dressed in
full rubbers like they’re about to set off on a crabbing expedition. Who are they kidding
with that act? The ocean, at its closest point, is five hundred miles away. The thought of
going in for gas tablets had the appeal of being clubbed repeatedly with an oar. I’d have
to flag some poor soul down who’s wearing an apron and making minimum wage,
standing on that inhuman concrete flooring all day. I’d be ushered to a bombardment of
holistic options concocted from foul-smelling roots, then I’d have to select one and stand
in a jammed line with my idiotic purchase trying not to fart all over everyone. To hell
with that.
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“I lit a cigarette and leaned back, feeling overwhelmed with freedom, the way
only the unemployed and single can, a freedom that’s somehow stifling. The ability to do
anything only served to illuminate how limited and unsatisfying my options were, or
worse, how small-minded and outmoded I’d become. I puffed on the smoke and turned
the radio on. Two women walked by, both in brightly colored, form-fitting running pants.
One said to the other, in a manner suggesting it was more for my ears, ‘God, cigarette’s
are so fucking gross.’ They waved their hands in front of their faces, fanning the faint
traces of smoke away as though it were hydrogen cyanide gas. The other woman said,
‘The fact that people still smoke is beyond pathetic.’
“Pathetic, I thought, a word that had recently crossed my mind after a miscue on
my new MacBook. I’d accidentally clicked something that brought up my entire search
history. Can you tell me what the point is? Every click, every page, chronicled. When I
realized what I was looking at it defied belief. I was blitzed by everything I’d ever
browsed. I scrolled through, deeply humiliated, even in the privacy of my own living
room. Is this who I am? A common miscreant? I couldn’t argue the hard evidence—a
digitized chronology of my impure thoughts. It was so appalling that I vowed to do
something about it, to elevate my existence—this is about the time I started going back to
confession and, maybe unrelated, began reorganizing my home around the principles of
feng shui. Isn’t that what life’s about? Growth? Betterment? I printed off the search
history and handed it, unashamed, to Father Ryan. He examined the document and said,
‘Think about this: Pick up a stone and I am there. Cleave a piece of wood, and you will
find me there.’ I asked what he was driving at. ‘Just don’t forget He’s all around.’ What a
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gig. The answer to every question is in the same book. If I told you his salary you
wouldn’t believe me. Anyway…
“These useless thoughts were shattered by a human scream. By the sound of it,
someone had been stabbed. A few spaces over and a row ahead on the passenger side I
saw a youngish woman pointing and shouting at a crazed, barking dog—definitely not
just some run of the mill pooch, overwhelmed with the bustling stimuli of a shopping
complex, but an intrinsically unhinged animal, exactly the kind of animal that a rational
person would never bring near a public space.
“The dog had ripped her coat. A few pieces of down fluttered in the breeze. I
rolled the passenger-side window down. ‘Bad dog!’ she yelled. ‘Bad! Very bad!’ The
dog, a terrier of some sort—or maybe a boxer, it had a blocky head and muscular chest—
plunged its head at the crack in the car’s rear passenger window, opened just enough that
it could snap at passersby. How it got the woman’s coat was beyond me, unless she’d
rubbed against the car itself. ‘That’ s a bad dog!’ she kept saying. She pointed and
wagged her finger at it, a gesture that encouraged the dog’s raving antics. In the dog’s
view, her head was a boiled ham and her fingers were sausages. It was entertaining
watching this woman attempt to reason with it. It slammed its head repeatedly against the
glass. Finally she got the sense to walk away and the show ended. I resumed spacing out,
resigned to taking a nap in my car to recharge. The gas pains at that point had diminished
to an afterthought, but my head was spinning from that last martini.
“Before shutting my eyes I watched an older man—wearing neon spandex pants
and a headband—approach the bottleneck, checking his phone. If you would have told
me fifty years ago that this is what people would look like, I would’ve laughed. The

	
  

132	
  

	
  
barking tipped him off; he peeled his eyes away from his smartphone, redirected and
passed through the two adjacent cars. A family immediately behind him followed suit—a
woman with two toddlers, one of those numberless mothers who wear the burden of
childcare nakedly. I want to shake these people. One of the children pointed at the dog
and clumsily doddered toward it, shouting ‘Doggie! Doggie!’ His mother reached out just
in time to hook the boy’s collar with an outstretched finger; he’d accelerated the pace of
his stumbling, headed right for the dog with an outstretched hand. ‘That looks like an
upset doggie,’ the woman said. The other child awkwardly clapped her hands, smashing
them together without coordination. ‘Doggie! I want to see the doggie!’ With one child
hooked, the mother grabbed the other by the wrist and dragged her along. For a moment
only the tips of the child’s toes scraped the pavement. ‘We’re not seeing the doggie,
okay? The doggie’s having a bad day.’ It’d be a miracle if she didn’t hyperextend that
child’s shoulder.”
Henry paused to sip a miniature bottle of water Dr. Aldridge had offered him
while he was speaking earlier.
“Do you have a dog, Dr. Aldridge?”
Dr. Aldridge removed his wire-rimmed spectacles and wiped them off with a
miniature cloth he kept tucked in the inside pocket of his blazer. He held the spectacles
up to the light and put them on again.
“A Pomeranian,” he said. “How about you, Henry? Do you have a dog?”
“Christ no. I don’t understand dog people. My wife nagged constantly about
getting a dog, and her nagging infected my daughter, who jumped on the bus and out of
the blue had to have one. Come on, Daddy! she’d say. A dog! This was a long time ago,
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probably when she was ten. The two of them were adamant to the point it couldn’t be
ignored. I figured, okay, we’ll go to the shelter and pick up some mutt to teach the kids
responsibility. Right away they took to an old mastiff called Major. He was seven or
eight, I think, ancient for that breed. His head was the size of a beach ball, all drooping
and flecked with gray; his jowls were like faucets of drool. He was a big hit, always the
center of attention, but the dog always seemed confused. He’d stand at the front window
and gaze off, emitting this soft, high-pitched whine, as though he were longing for
something far away. Not two weeks after picking him up he was sprawled over his
doggie bed, snoozing in the corner of the living room as I sat on the couch, probably
watching the news. My daughter called him from the kitchen to get his dinner. He picked
himself up and took two or three loping steps across the living room and collapsed. One
second he was an animated being, the next it was lights out. He’d had an aneurism, the
vet said. We took the body home and my eldest son and I spent the evening digging a
hole out back, behind a stand of spruce trees.
But I digress; what about the lunatic owner of the crazed dog in the Volvo? That
man should be arrested and fined. The dog was completely unfit for any social situation.
It had probably wrecked his car’s interior. Foamy saliva rolled down the window. It
frantically paced back and forth. There’s no question the dog is a ticking bomb. It was
only a matter of time before the right situation presented itself and there’s no window or
fence or leash to stop it from tearing someone to bits. Beyond that, the dog must be an
ongoing source of tremendous anxiety. It always needs to be accounted for. Your life is
not your life with that dog. Your life is now a secondary thing that must intertwine itself
with the miserable chore of ceaselessly accommodating this bloodthirsty animal. It’s
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inconceivable. When I was growing up, before you were alive, Dr. Aldridge, I was close
to a bunch of neighborhood kids. We all lived within ten or fifteen houses of one another;
we were all about the same age. Every day after school we’d wander around from one
house to the next, always in search of the next thing to do. These people, the Gardner’s—
odd, shut-in kind of people—had two Rottweilers they kept outside in all manner of
weather. I’m not sure the dogs had ever been indoors. They had a fenced-in dog run. The
dogs had worn all the grass away so it was often a muddy pit with various ropes and
chew toys and a snow tire that they’d tear at. We used the Gardner’s yard as a cutthrough. We used everybody’s yard that way. No one cared back then. But the Gardner’s
dogs were always out—rain, snow, whatever, and they’d go insane as we walked past,
barking, snapping at the chain-link fence. The problem wasn’t just the dogs, that they
were neglected and not socialized and were left in the care of two warped imbeciles, the
problem also was the height of the fence. It was maybe four feet—just high enough to
contain them. There were six or so of us passing through this one day. I was about twelve
and had a thing for a girl down the street who was with us. Charlotte. The feeling wasn’t
mutual, but I’d do anything to be in her orbit back then. You know the feeling. But the
dogs, it’s obvious where this is going. We never felt in any imminent danger of being
attacked, even though the dogs would go berserk every time we passed. This particular
day though, the snow tire had been moved, maybe rolled over by one of the dogs, closer
to the fence, and as we walked by one of them used it as a springboard. Everyone
scattered but me. I was in the grip of terror-induced paralysis. The dog singled out
Dominic, the youngest and weakest of the group, a soft-spoken kid of about nine or ten at
the time. I felt a kind of relief as I watched the dog hunt him down, relief that random
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selection hadn’t chosen me. It jumped him and took him to the ground, and somehow he
rolled over so that he was on his back, which was a stupid thing to do. He swatted at the
dog’s head with closed fists while it went to work on him. Charlotte had come back from
wherever she was and she yelled at me to do something about it. That’s all she said, was
‘Do something,’ over and over again. Everybody else was gone. Dominic hardly made a
sound, no screaming or anything, just the muffled grunts of exertion from all the effort
he’d put in to hitting the dog. A man from the house behind the Gardner’s, I can’t
remember exactly who he was or ever seeing him much, came running out with a
baseball bat. He bashed the dog’s head. It whimpered and fell off to the side. Before it
had time to reorganize itself he beat it down, first at the head, then over the body with his
Louisville Slugger. He continued going at it long after it had stopped moving, and it had
occurred to me then that he probably had a particular disdain for the dogs, living as he did
within earshot of all their noise. Clearly the thing was dead. In the meantime I stood by,
doing nothing. Charlotte had run to Dominic and was calling after me to get help. The
neighbor with the bat knelt beside Dominic, said ‘Oh shit,’ and picked him up, an arm
around his shoulders, the other under his knees, and ran off with him.
You don’t need to be Nostradamus to see how these things end. At Whole Foods I
looked on in a kind of comic trance as people approached the bottleneck. Dozens of
people passed through, each of them caught off guard by the dog. It was simple: the dog
would lunge and snap, the passerby would shout in horrified surprise. All the while I was
laughing hysterically. It was, to a point, one of the funniest things I’d ever seen—the
definition of dramatic irony. I felt like a God watching these unsuspecting fools enter the
trap. This effeminate man carrying a can of coke jumped back when the dog barked and
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his Coke fizzed all over the place. ‘Fuck!’ he said, in this high, whining voice. ‘Fuck!
Son of a bitch! Oh you bad dog!’ I could hardly breathe for all the laughter. And then, as
though the day’s entertainment couldn’t get any better—really, all I needed was a bag of
popcorn and a beer—here comes the coup de grace, Brian Sims, the Dean of the Business
school and one of the assholes who sat on the committee that ultimately dismissed me
from the college, ‘with their highest recommendation,’ of course—that’s what Brian said,
as if I’d ever call on him for a recommendation. We weren’t even in the same
department. Fracas at the university notwithstanding, I never cared for him. Let me lay it
out for you. He has an artificial tan, crowned teeth, hair plugs, and he wears leather shoes
without socks. What else do you need to know? An old colleague, this woman Barb that
I’d sometimes shoot the shit with, she used to say, ‘Uh oh, here comes Euro-trash,’
talking about Brian. He sometimes wore capri pants. You can’t trust a man like that, with
plugs and capri’s. Something’s not right. So here Brian comes, probably fresh from
another dull lecture on driving down operating costs and increasing profits—really, what
else is there to talk about in the world of business? The world according to Brian is
nothing more than a spherical marketplace created as a resource to wring as much profit
from as possible so he can spend small fortunes on fake teeth, garish footwear and his
armored Cadillac SUV with vanity plates. Fuck him! I thought. If this is what the world is
coming to, count me out. The oddity of sharing the same floating shit-heap with this man
is baffling in the worst sense. He headed straight to the dog with his dry-cleaning.
Naturally, I’d hoped it would shatter the glass and destroy him, or at the very least tear a
swath of his plugs free, but Brian approached the bottleneck, saw the dog, and carried on
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down the parking lot, looking carefree as ever with his orange, befouled skin. As I’d later
tell Janice, he didn’t do anything either. No one did.
“I’d dozed off in disappointment and didn’t see the attack, only the aftermath. I
was out maybe ten minutes or so, but enough that it took the blaring of an ambulance to
wake me. A large crowd had gathered. I’m sure you’ve read about it. It was just down the
street, a young mother, her stroller caught on something. The dog broke through the
window. His owner is being sued.
“I thought, how the hell am I going to get out of here? There must have been a
hundred people milling around, red and blue lights everywhere. At that point I still had
no idea what was going on. I got out of the car, lit a cigarette, and asked a man of about
my age what happened. ‘Someone’s dog went nuts,’ he said. ‘Why would someone bring
an out-of-control animal to a shopping center?’ I said. Without looking at me, he said,
‘People are thoughtless.’ I agreed. We parted ways. The police worked to clear a path for
the ambulance that blared its siren, almost blowing my eardrums out. I saw the shattered
glass on the ground by the Volvo. The dog was gone. I’m guessing it was the owner
standing by the car, answering questions—a bulky, youngish guy with a bushy beard.
‘Robert called. I pulled the buzzing phone from my pocket, wondering what he
could need after an outrageous lunch and a thousand cash. ‘Hello, Robert,’ I said.
‘What’s happening?’ ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. Jesus, I thought. Here comes again. ‘About
what?’ I said. ‘I’m at the police station. I need bailed out.’ I asked if it this was a prank.
‘Afraid not,’ he said. I wasn’t about to drive to the police station in my state, not with the
scene going on around me. I called Janice for a ride, which turned out to be a mistake.
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‘What the hell’s the matter with you,’ she said. I was trapped in her car, sitting in
the police station’s parking lot. ‘What kind of a person acts this way. What are you
thinking? Is this okay with you?’
“I watched an overweight patrolmen wearing a bulletproof vest enter the front
door of the station; this is an area that’s never seen violent crime, an area where,
demographically, the vast majority of inhabitants are elderly Jews. You tell me, what’s
with the bulletproof vest? He had a bag of fast food and he sucked out of a Styrofoam
cup. This is exactly the kind of cop who, next week, will be on the news for putting two
hundred rounds in an unarmed black kid.
“Have you ever been to the Woodmere police station, Dr. Aldridge?”
“No, thankfully,” he said. “I’ve had a couple speeding tickets, but I mailed them
in.”
“That’s a smart move. I couldn’t think of an uglier, more hellish place on earth.
Maybe that’s the problem, Dr. Aldridge. Maybe that’s why I’m here. I turned a corner
recently and don’t care for what I see anymore. You get to my age and look back and it
leaves you breathless. Everything does. Now then, you’ve said a handful of words and
offered me an espresso, for which I’m thankful. So, how much do I owe you?”
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Chadwick

I guess you could say I’m having a tough time managing. Just twenty minutes earlier I sat
in the parking lot listening to “Car Talk” on NPR and I felt scattered and profoundly
depressed with where I am and—does this ever happen to you? A moment that somehow
brings to bear… that there’s nowhere to be, that all this moving around is just that—more
and more and more moving around? In the car with the radio filling up space I watched
the hot dog vendor prod something in a chafing dish, his head cocked back to get away
from the steam, no one around, no business at all, and it’s clear that his life is probably
shit too, but, and then things trail off and there’s nothing but the drone of two happy men
debating a blown chassis and a rivulet of sweat trailing down my left side and this
hopeless vendor wearing a filthy Indians hat alongside the college’s administration tower,
that was initially designed and built to be a maximum security prison. Did you know
that? That’s why it’s primarily featureless and the windows are thin slats, but I guess, at
least, they would have had windows, which is more than I can say when I did my time in
an eight-by-six fluorescently lit room with nothing to look at but the cell across from me,
and somehow it gets around, what you’re in for, and people just generally treated me like
the white-collar asshole I was who got wasted at a company happy hour and drove into an
old model Toyota Celica, killing an infant and maiming her mother. So before coming in
today I crushed an Adderall with the butt-end of my Swiss Army knife and snorted it with
the cut-in-half husk of a Bic pen that I keep stowed in my center console, white plastic
speckled in blue powder. I try not to abuse it but it’s difficult when the supply is endless
and days are spread wide open with so much time to think about all the wrong things, like
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what if this and should have been that and what now? It helps, I think, to keep my
thoughts organized and to stay focused on who I am and what I’ve done and how to try to
make things—not right, not that that’s possible, but better, hopefully much better. Isn’t
that what it’s for? This is the problem: I think it helps but can’t be sure. Sometimes it
accelerates my heartbeat and I wind up squirming around and shifting constantly, and
I’ve felt mildly poisoned at times, but overall, it seems, although I can’t be sure, that the
quality of life is somehow elevated to an extent that justifies it, or so I tell myself, but of
course it wrecks my appetite and sleep routine, so evenings I have Klonopin to deescalate
the Adderall, and now just to say it the whole thing is really beginning to seem insidious
and, with a little distance or objectivity I should probably see things for what they are,
which is… that post-accident I’ve become dependent on pharmaceuticals. Well, if I were
more clear-eyed I’d probably do things differently, but that’s something that’s earned,
and I haven’t earned the right to be clear-eyed. Not yet. Probably I won’t, not ever. When
I hold the bottle I think, Jesus, what a weakling. What is it, exactly? I don’t know. I sift
things around in the refrigerator and then sit on the couch and face I think northwest and
sit there, facing that direction with my hands on my lap, but beforehand holding the
orange translucent bottle is a charged experience that calls attention to itself as a moment
of two clear paths, always before the bathroom vanity: Do I continue to suffer or do I
suffer differently, a little more pleasantly, and I’ll put my face in-between two couch
cushions and listen to George’s emphysema play itself out next door, after sifting things
around in the refrigerator and walking back and forth by my workstation, checking the
NYT’s Web site or checking my email again and again and again, waiting for something
that I can’t even name, a glimmer of some hope that one of these cover letters I’ve
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written or resumes I’ve sent out will yield something, even if just a phone call or
interview. But here’s the problem: Have you ever been convicted of a felony? If so,
please explain? And there you have it. Next. I have to put the Food Network or ESPN or
CNN or the Travel Channel or whatever to drown out George’s hacking. It’s somehow
more manageable to dress the hacking over in the sound of chicken frying in a cast-iron
skillet on full surround. George told me, when I was over there one day, that this pot on
his mantel was a sixth century Etruscan globular, if that’s the right word. Clearly he was
lying, and I called him on it, and still he persisted. No, you don’t know what you’re
talking about, he said, and I thought but didn’t say, No shit, I don’t, but neither do you.
He’s the type to perpetuate a bizarre lie for seemingly no reason, like the one about being
an executive at Alcoa and spearheading a smelter project on the literally pristine grounds
of an Icelandic fjord—that turned out to be, with minimal research, bullshit. Have you
ever listened closely to the sound, the very particular sound of emphysema? Organic
matter in the process of accelerated death. Burbling. A deep, chesty… I guess not too
dissimilar from a deep fryer, like a low… coming from way down there somewhere, a
malignant energy. Anyway, it’s obviously the last thing I want to hear when I’m trying to
sleep and certainly in hindsight I would have picked a different unit in the complex had I
known about my sick lying neighbor, but when she showed me the unit I think George
was out on one of his trips, in Qatar or Saudi Arabia, some country with state-sanctioned
beheadings. It’s a thrill, he’s told me, to be so close to brutality, working inside the
machinations of a terrifying and oppressive culture. I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been in
war, haven’t seen anything horrific, done anything heroic, and yet, still… I wish I could. I
pray now to be in that kind of situation, to be thrust in a situation in which something
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blatantly morally wrong is happening and there I am, with an opportunity to stop it.
When night comes down and George is hacking through the thin drywall, it’s… it’s not
pleasant. It’s awfully tempting to just turn off, to get blotto and really, you know… I
don’t know. I rattle around that orange canister and weigh the two paths, standing, as it
were, at a fork in the road, wondering how to manage. I wonder about that, how I even
make it—or manage—would be a better way to frame it. Every day the management of
one small-scale collapse of feeling after another, so that it takes my breath away while
I’m eating an omelette or whatever and I just get sick to death of being besieged with
these wild fluctuations that… I don’t know, and that’s the worst of it, I think, that… here
we go again. I can’t even really say. But throughout the course of a western ommelette,
shaking pepper, shaking salt, adding hot sauce and so forth, and chewing, chewing and—
I honestly wonder what the fuck I’m doing. It’d be foolish to try and name what’s
happening. Is it good or is it bad? Does it even matter? But either way it can seem like,
even if just for a moment, the hand of God came down and offered me… something.
Sometimes just the feeling of something… it can go a long way, can... It’s how I
maintain. I guess it’s no secret when these things happen, when we’re in a public space
and we spiral away and, for a lack of a better term, are simultaneously charged by and yet
outside of the moment. Yesterday I spiraled away in CVS, off-track somehow from the
errand of picking up a whole suite of mouthcare products—floss, a new electric
toothbrush, Listerine, and, Jesus Christ, I admit it, whitening strips. I know! It’s
ridiculous. It’s one of those things that with some distance we’ll look back on and it will,
culturally I guess just seem so stupid, but… A woman’s hand touched my arm. Are you
okay? she said. Wow, I thought. If I’m being asked… Yes, I’m okay, I said, and I tried to
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explain the reason that I probably appeared stunned or lost in an unpleasant thought. It
seemed important to prove that I was okay and not just saying so, so I was thinking, I told
her, about this time I visited an aunt’s house in Shaker Heights and remember being offput somehow by my cousin’s collection of Planet of the Apes masks. He had four
Styrofoam heads on his dresser, each one draped over by an ape mask, and beside the
dresser he had a bureau that was basically a showcase for his Star Trek action figures and
on top of it he had the Starship Enterprise, and I suppose what stood out was the
realization that he and I were two different species entirely, because what he took
pleasure in, it scared me as a child. I didn’t like going upstairs alone because I thought
the masks would come alive and say something I didn’t want to hear… Again, it’s… I’m
not sure exactly what I’m driving at other than to say I didn’t like his toys and felt a gutlevel revulsion, that on the basis of his toys I could assume that we probably had nothing
in common, a thought that, like most of my thoughts, turned out to be wrong. He’s now
an accomplished jazz bassist and I’m an unemployed felon, so I can’t really get on my
high horse when I’m more or less in the sewer, I told her, and I laughed at this, the
thought of so casually telling a strange woman that I was in the sewer, no two ways about
it, really. She checked her phone and I’m pretty sure pretended like an important message
had come in and excused herself. Am I in the sewer? I thought about this. I suppose I am.
But I’m managing all the same and working harder to at least appear upright and can-do
and so forth, at least while I’m away from the condo, where nothing changes, but maybe
the expression on my face while I sit on the couch facing, I think, north by northwest, or
northwest-ish, as though the direction matters.
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